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How My Partner Will Think of Me Eventually 
Delicious 


Delicious 


Team Tasty 


A light, chilly autumn breeze swept over Treasure town, invigorating 
some of the Pokémon there as they did their shopping and 
conversing-while giving others that much more of a reason to stay 
indoors. 


The Pokémon who mainly enjoyed this kind of weather, or at the very 
least who could easily tolerate it, were Explorer teams. After a long 
day's work of scavenging through difficult dungeons, tracking crafty 
outlaws through harsh and brutal localized climates, and fending off 
hordes of feral wild Pokémon, a breeze that didn't scorch the skin or 
freeze the bones was downright pleasant by comparison. 


Amidst the small crowds of young rookies and hardened explorers, a 
small Wurmple was wriggling her way through town, heading for the 
Keckleon shop. Her multiple tiny legs seemed to glide across the 
ground quite swiftly as they carried her caterpillar-like body over the 
dirt trail, though her actual pace was fairly slow compared to the 
other Pokémon walking about. 


Normally, she'd have been accompanied by her partner and leader 
of her Exploration Team, Swellow. But this was just meant to be a 
brief supply trip before their next dungeon outing, and she was 
taking the extra time to chat with Ledyba, a member of Team Glee 
and a good friend of hers. They had met in the town square earlier 
and decided to go shopping together. 


"Wow! You guys are really going for an A rank mission today?" the 
floating red bug asked enthusiastically, her eyes wide. 


Wurmple chuckled a little, trying to mask her nervousness. "Heh heh, 
yeah. Swellow thinks we're ready. Apple Woods can be a little nasty 


this time of year, but at least it's not an outlaw mission, and we've got 
good type matchups against the Pokémon there.” 


"You guys are so brave. Togepi, Politoed and | mostly just stick with 
E and D missions. We don't mind getting to Gold rank the slow way!" 


! wouldn't mind that either, Wurmple thought, but she nodded and 
said, "Well, you Know Swellow. He's really motivated. | gotta admit, | 
look up to him a little for that." 


"Really?" Ledyba said with a wide grin. "I thought you looked up to 
him because he was three times taller than you! Hee hee!" 


Wurmple resisted rolling her eyes and forced herself to laugh. "Ha 
ha, good one, Ledyba. Oh, hey, | see Keckleon's shop up ahead. 
Let's drop in and get what we need.” 


The two explorers stepped up to the large market stall, listening to 
the Keckleon brothers' usual slogan and glancing through their 
wares. Unsurprisingly, Ledyba just started cheerfully grabbing up a 
ton of berries, most of which her team probably wouldn't even use. 
Wurmple had made a fairly sizeable withdrawal from her savings at 
the Duskull bank, and she immediately took several Reviver Seeds 
from the shelf. Swellow already had a Power Band, so she took a 
Defense Scarf for herself and a few other healing items and wares to 
protect against large numbers of enemies, like Spurn Orbs. Ledyba 
looked at the large pile of expensive items being poured into 
Wurmple's bag in awe. 


"Whoa! You guys are really going prepared!" 

"We sure are," Wurmple muttered absently as she fumbled with the 
extra change from her purchase. And something's telling me we're 
gonna need it. 


"Hey, Wurmple!" 


The two Bug Pokémon looked up in surprise. A large, blue falcon- 
like Pokémon was lazily gliding on the chilled wind above them. He 
had a deep red plumage that ran from his chest all the way between 
his silvery-grey eyes, which were fixed on Wurmple's. She flinched 
as he suddenly dove down toward her, landing gracefully only a foot 
away. 


"I'm all set to go!" he said cheerfully, towering over her. "You got 
enough supplies?" 


"Um, y-yeah, Swellow, we're good," Wurmple replied, struggling to 
keep her voice light and steady. "| was just talking to Ledyba a bit 
before we left." 


Swellow turned to the other Bug and smiled. "Hey there, Ledyba! 
Nice afternoon, eh?" 


"Sure is!" she replied giddily. "Of course, | think every day is nice, but 
this one is super nice!" 


"Ha ha! Well, it'll be even better once Wurmple and | finish this A 
rank mission. I've been dying to bump us up to Silver Rank, and this 
one will finally be enough. It's gonna be delicious! " 


Neither Swellow nor Ledyba noticed Wurmple shiver slightly as he 
said that last word. 


"Well, good luck, you guys!" Ledyba cheered. "And congrats on 
getting Silver in advance!" 


"Thanks, and good luck to you too!" Swellow replied. "You ready, 
Wurmple?" 


"Um, y-yeah, ready," his partner replied. 


As the two prepared to go, Ledyba quickly held one of her poofy, 
marshmallow-like legs up. 


"Oh, hey, wait," she said quickly. "Before | forget again, I've always 
wanted to ask you guys: Why'd you name your Exploration Team, 
"Team Tasty'?" 


Swellow grinned. "That cool name was thought up by my partner 
Wurmple next to me! What do you think? Cool name, am | right?!" 


As always, Ledyba just seemed to absorb the energy and excitement 
of others and match it tenfold. Her grin grew even wider and she 
actually did a small flip through the air. 


"Yeah! It's awesome! | love it!" 


Wurmple sat there quietly as the two laughed heartily, feeling 
absurdly pleased with themselves. 


"All right, gotta get going now!" Swellow said, flapping his wings and 
taking off. "I'll meet you at the crossroads, Wurmple. Good seeing 
you, Ledyba!" 

"You too!" the ever-sunny ladybug called after him. 

As Wurmple began to slowly head after him, Ledyba turned to her. 
"So, why'd you pick it, then?" she asked, still smiling. 


"Excuse me? Why did | pick the name Team Tasty?" 


"Yeah! | mean, it's great and all, but what inspired it? It's so 
mysterious!" 


Wurmple hesitated. "Well... Er, um..." 


Ledyba tilted her head in confusion as Wurmple stumbled over her 
words. When she finally did answer properly, it was under her breath 
and barely audible. 


"| think that's how my partner will think of me eventually... Y-y- 
yeesh..." 


Ledyba blanked. "Huh? What?" 


Wurmple quickly shook her head and began wriggling away. "N- 
Never mind... |, uh, gotta catch up with Swellow now. Good seeing 
you." 


Ledyba stared after Wurmple in confusion for a few moments as she 
scurried away. However, she soon shrugged it off and happily flew 
away to go find her friends for their next adventure in Beach Cave. 


(Apple Woods) 


If the temperature was slightly chilly in Treasure Town, it was bitterly 
cold in the Apple Woods. Mystery Dungeons always seemed to have 
their own climate, and that climate was rarely mild one way or 
another. The dry orange leaves clung to the trees as long as they 
could before being scooped up and swept away by the harsh winds- 
winds that smelled like the apples for which these woods were 
named. 


At times like this, Wurmple would have stayed as close as she could 
to her partner for comfort from the cold and the fear-if her partner 
wasn't a big part of that fear. 


"You sure you're up for this, buddy?" Swellow asked, seeming to 
notice her discomfort. 


Wurmple put on a brave face. "Let's do it." 


Swellow smiled and nodded, impressed. "That's the spirit. 
Remember, the mission says the Poliwag we're supposed to recue is 
on 11F. That's pretty deep in the woods, but we can do it!" 


Wurmple nodded, trying to look more confident than she felt, and the 
two set off. The trees at the entrance were fairly spaced out, so they 
were able to at least see a good distance ahead of them for a while, 
though they knew it wouldn't last long. On the way, they ran into a 
few of the typical wild Pokémon; an Oddish here, a Paras there. 


Nothing they couldn't handle. They grabbed a few of the spoils that 
always seemed to be lying around in dungeons (probably dropped 
there by other Exploration Teams that got knocked out in past 
missions) and added them to their already impressive arsenal of 
tools and supplies. 


But as the winding paths twisted deeper and deeper through the 
maze-like clusters of trees, the light grew dim as the woods became 
thicker, seeming to swallow up the explorers as they travelled. The 
enemies were also stronger and larger in numbers the further they 
went, and eventually, they were forced to use some Oran Berries to 
keep from fainting. 


Swellow was obviously the heavy hitter in battle, but Wurmple did 
her part as well, slowing down their enemies with String Shot and 
knocking out weakened ones with Tackle and Poison Sting if 
Swellow's Quick Attack and Peck couldn't quite finish them off. But 
being the frontrunner, he always ended up taking the most hits, and 
she always felt slightly guilty for that. 


Wurmple wished she could evolve into a Beautifly; then she'd really 
be able to help in combat. Silver Wind alone would allow her to 
finally be Swellow's equal in combat. But ever since the Time Gears 
started disappearing around the world, nobody had been able to 
evolve anymore, so that wasn't happening. Luckily, Swellow had 
evolved before that happened, but she'd been stuck as a Wurmple 
for so long she was worried she'd become dead weight on the team. 
But Swellow always assured her she was doing a fantastic job. 


"All right, we made it to 7F," Swellow said between breaths, using a 
Pecha berry to cure the toxins he'd been given from a nasty little 
Weedle last floor. "We're getting a little low on supplies, but | think 
we can do this. How are you holding up?" 


"I'm fine," Wurmple replied. "| haven't really taken that many hits. It's 
you I'm worried about." 


"Me? Nah, I'm fine. Thanks, though." 


Wurmple glanced nervously at the bruises on his chest and the cut 
on his left wing, wondering if he really would be okay, but she figured 
they at least had two Reviver Seeds left, which would probably be 
enough to get through the last few floors. With that, they pressed on, 
following the small stream flowing through the forest as they 
searched for the cryptic stairway that lead to the next ‘floor’ of the 
dungeon. 


As they reached the end of a hallway, Swellow spotted a Kakuna 
resting under the shade of one of the trees. Wurmple saw it too and 
looked up at Swellow. 


"Let's leave it be. It can't move to follow us and it can't hit us if we 
don't get close." 


Swellow nodded and began circling around it, grabbing a handful of 
dropped Poke' money on the ground as he did so. Wurmple glanced 
at the Kakuna sadly as she followed her partner. The truth was, she 
always felt sorry for "cocoon" Pokémon. Since no Pokémon were 
able to evolve anymore, they were stuck halfway between their 
larvae and true forms. They couldn't move anywhere or do anything. 
They were just... waiting. As much as she didn't like being stuck as a 
Wurmple, she couldn't imagine being trapped in a cocoon for so 
long. She hoped someone fixed the Time Gear problem soon. 


Eventually, the duo reached the next floor. And this was where their 
problems really began. 


The two found themselves in one of the larger clearings, and 
immediately, a Gloom and a Paras both ran at them. Swellow 
launched himself like a cannonball at the Gloom with Quick Attack, 
and Wurmple moved to help him. But before she could reach him, 
she heard the flutter of a different pair of wings from the hallway right 
behind her. She turned to see a Butterfree flying at her. Knowing 
Swellow couldn't take on three enemies at once, she moved to battle 
the Butterfree on her own. 


She Tackled it right away, knocking it back a bit. The Butterfree 
looked dazed and in pain, but its eyes brimmed with rage as it 
blasted her with Confusion. Her Defense Scarf didn't help her 
against the psychic waves of energy, and it hurt quite a bit. Realizing 
she'd been careless, she used String Shot to slow the Butterfree 
down, trapping it in a swirling cocoon of silk. While it struggled to 
break free, she quickly reached for an Oran Berry, when he suddenly 
realized they had only one left. 


Not wanting to be the one to waste their last healing item out of 
carelessness, she instead ate a Blast Seed, a burst of flame flying 
from her mouth and torching the Butterfree, knocking it out. She then 
turned to go help Swellow. 


Her stomach immediately lurched. She'd expected him to be 
winning, but the Paras had hit him with a lucky Stun Spore, and he 
was paralyzed. The Gloom was taking full advantage of that, pelting 
him with Acid and other horrible poison attacks. Wurmple scrambled 
frantically to help him, but she realized she wasn't going to make it in 
time. 


Seeing how badly he was getting beaten, Wurmple quickly threw him 
the last Oran Berry, healing most of his wounds and buying him 
enough time to recover from the paralysis. Swellow then immediately 
knocked out the Paras with Peck. The Gloom got off one more 
poison attack on him before he wiped it out with Quick Attack. He 
then landed on the ground, breathing heavily. 


"Y-y-yeesh! Are you okay?!" Wurmple asked worriedly-though she 
still couldn't help keeping her distance from him a little. 


Fortunately, Swellow seemed not to notice. "Yeah, but I've been 
poisoned. Can you give me a Pecha berry?" 


Wurmple quickly fished through the bag for one... and then stopped. 


"Oh no," she muttered, feeling very pale. 


"What?" Swellow asked, looking at her. 
She nervously returned his gaze. "We're all out." 
Swellow looked away, thinking for a moment. 


"Well," he began, "Huh. That's, uh... not good. That's actually really 
not good. At all." 


"What do we do?" 
Swellow continued to scowl thoughtfully for a little before answering. 


"If we make it to the next floor, | can get healed naturally. That Oran 
Berry bought me a little time, so if we find it quickly enough, | should 
be okay. But | hear Beedrill are on the lower floors, So using up one 
of our last two Reviver Seeds here would be really, really bad. Do 
you have an apple at least? I'm getting pretty hungry." 


Wurmple nodded and pulled out an apple from the bag. She took a 
few tentative steps forward to give it to him... but then she saw the 
hungry look in his eyes as he stared at the food, and she froze. She 
couldn't bring herself to take another step forward. Swellow looked at 
her in confusion. 


"What's the matter?" he asked. 


Wurmple's throat had gone dry and she had trouble speaking. She 
just stared into Swellow's hungry eyes for a few moments, trembling 
as her heart pounded against her chest in terror. Finally, she 
managed to reply. 


"It's... it's n-nothing. I'm j-just... t-tired too. H-Here you go." 


With that, Wurmple dropped the apple on the ground and rolled it 
over to Swellow. He looked at her dubiously for a few moments, but 
his hunger soon won out and he devoured the apple, Wurmple 
shivering as she watched him do it. She tried to not imagine herself 
as the apple. It didn't work. 


"Ahh, that's better," Swellow sighed. "But it won't matter much if we 
can't find the stairs quickly enough to stop the poison, especially if | 
keep getting injured in battle." 


"|... | have some spare Gravelrocks," Wurmple said. "I can... | can 
take the lead for a bit and try to keep the enemies at bay until you 
get better." 


She'd expected him to say no, but he looked at her and smiled. 
"Thanks, partner. | Know | can count on you." 


Wurmple swallowed nervously, but nodded. She'd never taken the 
lead before, but Swellow needed her, so she braced herself and 
nervously lead the way down the nearest hallway. She had no idea 
where to go-Swellow always seemed to find his way with intuition-but 
she pressed on, picking hallways at random and hoping to get lucky 
and find the stairs quickly. 


Luck, however, was not on their side. The layout of Mystery 
Dungeons was always different every time one visited, and this time, 
they seemed to have gotten stuck with the longest and most 
confusing possible corridors and clusters of trees. The rivers 
intersected and cut off several pathways, and Wurmple found herself 
walking in circles more often than not. 


Swellow was looking worse and worse the longer she took. She 
started to panic as every room was either empty, or had another 
enemy to fight. And she was running out of gravelrocks. Eventually 
she started wasting Spurn Orbs on one or two enemies at a time, 
just so they wouldn't have to fight them. She occasionally looked 
back in the bag, praying she'd simply missed a healing item or 
something she could use to save them. But there was nothing left 
that could help. 


But the worst came when she turned a corner into a long, dark 
hallway and found herself face-to-face with an Exeggutor. She 
actually yelped in surprise and fear. Exeggutor were extremely rare 


in Apple Woods, and they were some of the toughest, most brutal 
Pokémon there, arguably on par with Beedrill. She reached for a 
Gravelrock, but cringed when she realized she was completely out. 
She timidly looked back at Swellow, who seemed almost completely 
exhausted. 


"Don't give up," he said between shaky breaths. "Let's... attack 
together. Maybe we can finish him quickly." 


Wurmple nodded, trying to keep calm. She'd used up her String 
Shots helping Swellow with other Pokémon on the previous floors, 
but Swellow could Quick Attack right past her and hit Exeggutor, so 
maybe if she helped with Tackle, they could take it out together in 
one shot. The duo readied themselves, and as soon as the 
Exeggutor got close, they both bolted forward and tried to ram into it 
simultaneously, knocking it into the wall as hard as they could. 


But Wurmple missed her Tackle. The towering, tree-like monstrosity 
roared in pain and anger, and lunged forward. It used Stomp, 
slamming its giant foot down on Wurmple and squishing her into the 
dirt. It was a critical hit. Her Defense Scarf couldn't save her. 
Immediately her Reviver Seed activated, snapping her awake as its 
power faded. Swellow finished off the Exeggutor with another Quick 
Attack as Wurmple just sat there in shock. 


That shock quickly turned to despair. 


" No!" she yelled, banging her head against a tree. "No, no, no! How 
could | let that happen?! Swellow, I'm so sorry I-" 


She stopped. She had turned to Swellow just in time to see him pass 
out from the poison's effects. His Reviver Seed activated as well. 
Now they really were all out. Swellow and Wurmple just stared at 
each other for a few moments. Finally, Swellow looked away. 


"Is that really it?" he muttered, his voice low. "That's how we're 
gonna lose, after coming so far?" 


Wurmple was startled by his expression. She had never seen 
Swellow like this before. He always bounced back and kept his 
positive attitude. But now... he didn't just look defeated. He looked 
heartbroken. It was then that Wurmple realized just how much he'd 
wanted to succeed here. Failing to rescue someone who needed 
help alone was already awful enough, but he'd so badly wanted to 
get Silver Rank; it would've meant their team would be respected in 
the guild. They'd be a top-class team that people went to for help as 
their first pick instead of always having to scour the bulletin boards. 
Not to mention how long this dungeon had taken, how much supplies 
they'd lost for this, how humiliating and demoralizing it would be to 
get beaten here... Wurmple's heart hurt. She felt like she'd really let 
her partner down. 


They stayed there in silence for a while, sinking deeper into the well 
of sadness slowly building between them. But after a few moments, 
Wurmple began feeling angry. Angry at herself, at this dungeon, and 
at the very thought of failure now. She began to turn that anger into 
energy to pump herself up. Swellow seemed to notice and looked 
down at her curiously. 


"We can't give up," Wurmple said firmly, her voice loud and clear for 
the first time since they'd entered the dungeon. "We can't give up! 
Not now!" 


Swellow was taken aback. "But... we're all out of supplies. And the 
Beedrill..." 


"To the Dark Crater with Beedrill!" Wurmple yelled, surprising herself. 
"They might not even show up! Besides, those Reviver Seeds 
healed us back to full strength, and there's only two more floors after 
this. We can do it! I'm not turning back on that poor Poliwag knowing 
we're this close! Let's power on through and give it all we got!" 


After a few moments, Swellow actually broke out into a grin. 


"You're right. Exploration Teams don't give up. They get the job 
done! Let's do this!" 


Swellow held up his wing, and Wurmple head-butted it, their 
personal ‘high five.’ Then, they charged down the corridor with 
renewed vigor and determination. They'd mapped out most of the 
current floor already and found the stairs with ease. Two floors left. 
Swellow took the lead again, and he poured all his gusto and energy 
into it as if he'd just entered the dungeon a moment ago. 


While Swellow tore through battle after battle, Wurmple assisted him 
as tactically as she could, using Poison Sting on the Grass types, 
Tackle on anything that resisted Poison, and String Shot on the 
deadlier Pokémon like Exeggutor. And despite their difference in 
strength, the two explorers worked as a surprisingly effective duo, 
just as they had many times in the past. 


Finally, they reached 11F. They immediately began looking for the 
Poliwag they'd been told to rescue. They searched along the 
streams, figuring their client would prefer the water. They'd made it 
this far while taking minimal damage and saving most of their moves, 
and their confidence was getting restored with each room they 
cleared. 


Eventually, they reached a small room surrounded by water, and 
right in the back was a frightened looking Poliwag. Their client-and 
Silver Rank-was only a few feet away. 


So were two Beedrill. 


Swellow and Wurmple both flinched when they saw the fluttering 
hornets in the room, right between them and Poliwag. If they could 
reach their client, it was over. But all it would take was one Pin 
Missile, and it would also be over. As the two Beedrill began to 
approach, Swellow spread his wings. 


"Move in a Zig-zag pattern!" he yelled. "Don't let them hit you from far 
away!" 


Wurmple nodded, and the two began weaving diagonally through the 
room, dodging out of the enemies' line of fire. As soon as she got the 


chance, Wurmple hit the one on the left with String Shot, slowing it 
down. But rather than trying to fight it, she then began circling 
around behind it, trying to keep out of its range. 


Swellow slammed into the one on the right with Peck, dealing heavy 
damage. But it survived, and of course, it immediately went for the 
dreaded Pin Missile. Swellow dodged the first one, but the second 
one hit his wing, dealing heavy damage despite his type advantage. 
The third hit its mark as well. The fourth barely whiffed past him, but 
the fifth slammed right into his stomach, knocking the wind out of 
him. He groaned and pulled himself together just in time to take out 
the first Beedrill with Quick Attack. 


But the second one was getting ready to attack. He knew he couldn't 
withstand another barrage. As the second Beedrill broke through the 
sticky webbing of String Shot, it readied Pin Missile... 


"| got her!" 


Both Swellow and the Beedrill turned in surprise. Wurmple had 
snuck past the enemy and reached Poliwag, using her badge to 
rescue her. Wurmple, Poliwag, and Swellow were all suddenly 
enveloped in the light from the badge, warping out of Apple Woods 
right as Beedrill's Pin Missile sailed through the air, shredded the 
trees. 


(Wigglytuff's Guild) 


"Wurmple, you did it!" Swellow yelled, wrapping his wings 
enthusiastically around his partner in a hug. 


Wurmple was too exhausted to be afraid. She just let Swellow hug 
her for a few moments before the two turned to their relieved client. 


"Thank you both for saving me!" Poliwag said, handing them their 
reward. "Here's five hundred Poke’, and the promised TM..." 


After the Poliwag finished handing over the rewards and left the 
guild, Chatot himself soon approached the weary explorers. 


"Congratulations, you two!" he squawked cheerfully. "Team Tasty is 
now a Silver Rank Exploration Team! | hope you'll continue to put in 
the same effort as before!" 


"You can always count on us!" Swellow replied, holding up his wing 
in a salute. 


Chatot then left without further fanfare. And with that, Swellow 
dropped his wing and let out a tired sigh of relief. 


"Whew, that was close," he said, glancing at his partner. "Couldn't 
have done it without you, Wurmple. | Knew | could count on you." 


"Aw, it was nothing," she said quietly, embarrassed. 


"Wow... we're finally Silver Rank. Nobody's gonna treat us like 
rookies anymore. This is So awesome!" 


"It is pretty cool," Wurmple replied. "So... what do you want to do 
now?" 


"Well, now | wanna go eat! I'm starving! " 
Wurmple gulped. "Eep! Y-y-yeesh..." 
(The beach) 


After eating a hearty meal of apples and Oran berries, Swellow and 
Wurmple still had time to spend the rest of their evening watching 
the sunset on the beach. They sat together in companionable silence 
for a long time, taking in the beautiful orange and pink hues painting 
the sky and sea. The thousands of bubbles being blown by the 
Krabby on the beach reflected the colors in so many different ways it 
looked like the entire beach was sparkling. The sight was always 
breathtaking, no matter how many times they saw it. 


Wurmple was actually really happy to spend this time with Swellow. 
After a long day's work, resting on the beach together like this was 
one of the many wonderful things that made life worth living. 


Of course, she still kept a few feet of distance between them, but 
still. 


"Man, what a day," Swellow said finally, still gazing out at the setting 
sun. "When | first became an explorer, | always knew it would be a 
challenging and rewarding life, but | never thought it would be like 
this. It's... amazing." 

"Yeah, it sure is," Wurmple replied quietly. 

After another moment's silence, Wurmple turned to her partner. 
"Hey, Swellow?" 

He glanced at her. "Yeah?" 

"Why'd you pick me? As your partner, | mean." 

"What do you mean? You're a great partner!" 

"No, | mean, why did you pick me in the first place? | couldn't have 
looked like | was going to be a very good partner. There were lots of 


other Pokémon you could have asked. Why would | be your first 
choice? Or even your second or third, for that matter?" 


Swellow frowned. "You know, you really are too hard on yourself. 
Just because you can't evolve yet doesn't mean you're weak or 
worthless." 


"| know, | Know, but still... | just wanted to know why you picked me. 
I'm happy you did, but... | never understood why." 


Swellow looked back to the sun, seeming to think about it for a 
moment. 


"Well... | don't really know," he admitted finally. "There was just 
something about you. | guess it just... felt right." 


Wurmple looked down at the sand. She wanted to believe there 
really was something special about her that made him pick her, but 
her fears and paranoia clouded her mind and told her there was only 
one answer: He picked her because he wanted to eat her one day. 


She had always feared this, ever since they first met. A Swellow is a 
Wurmple's natural predator. Even if non-wild Pokemon like the ones 
who lived in Treasure Town didn't eat other Pokémon and only ate 
berries and apples, she couldn't help but feel terrified of Swellow. 
Terrified that if he ever got too hungry, if they ever ran out of food, if 
he ever decided he wondered what she tasted like... 


Why did it have to be this way? Why did he have to be her natural 
predator? She didn't want to be afraid of Swellow. He was her best 
friend. Her leader. Her partner. They shouldn't be watching the 
sunset several feet apart; they should be watching it together. Heck, 
she wanted to go over and snuggle right up next to Swellow and let 
him drape his wing over her, and just watch the Krabby bubbles 
together until the sky was full of stars. That would be the happiest 
day of her life. 


She didn't know what to do. Things couldn't go on like this; she 
couldn't spend the rest of her life living in fear of the one she cared 
about the most. But she didn't know how to change it. She was too 
afraid to talk to him about it, and no matter how much she tried to 
control it, every time he was close, she felt nervous and uneasy. She 
bet no other exploration team members were afraid of each other. 
No guild would be able to work together if everyone were like her. 


And then, suddenly, she had an idea: Why not talk to someone in the 
guild about it? Maybe they could help her figure out an idea. But 
who? She liked Ledyba, but she was too giddy and absentminded to 
help with something like this. She needed someone with lots of 
experience and who would really be willing to help her. 


Then, she thought about how much everyone seemed to respect the 
Guild Master. She hadn't spoken with him much beyond the 
formalities of joining, but to be a Guild Master, he must know a lot. 
And of course he would be willing to help; she was one of his 
explorers. If she spoke with Chatot and requested his advice, she 
was sure he'd speak with her. 


She decided she'd do that first thing tomorrow morning, before she 

and Swellow started their work. She needed to figure this out if they 
really were going to be the first-class team Swellow wanted them to 
be. 


Swellow suddenly yawned, breaking her out of her thoughts. 


"Well, | think it's time we headed back. I'm tired, and we've got 
another day's work ahead of us." 


Wurmple nodded, and Swellow flew off into the starry sky. Most 
Exploration teammates shared homes, but she and Swellow didn't 
even do that. He stayed in a nest up on a nearby mountain, and she 
slept under an old apple tree outside town, and they met on the 
crossroads outside Treasure Town when it was time for work. 


Shaking her head, Wurmple felt even more determined to see the 
Guild Master tomorrow. They really needed to work this out. 


(Wigglytuff's Guild) 


"Hiya! Friendly friends!" Wigglytuff yelled happily. "How can | help 
you, friend?" 


Wurmple blinked. She knew Wigglytuff was eccentric, but she hadn't 
expected that greeting when Chatot led her into his chamber. 


"Um, hello, sir," she said. "| was wondering if | could talk to you about 
a... a problem my teammate and | are having." 


"Uh oh, a problem? No worries, no worries! Friends can fix any 
problem!" 


Chatot coughed, interjecting. "Ahem. What sort of problem are you 
and Swellow facing?" 


Wurmple hesitated; now that she was actually here, she didn't really 
know how to put it. She was sure this was a very uncommon 
problem for an explorer to have. But she'd come all this way, and she 
didn't want to waste the Guild Master's time, so she just decided to 
come right out and say it. 


"I-I'm afraid h-he's going to... to eat me, sir." 
Chatot's eyes widened, but the Guild Master was still smiling. 


"Silly! Friends don't eat each other. Nonsense, nonsense!" Wigglytuff 
sang. 


"If | may ask, what on earth would lead you to believe your own 
partner would eat you?" Chatot asked, bewildered. 


"Well, he and | are... um... | mean, Swellow... eat Wurmple, um, in 
the wild." 


"But we are not in the wild, Wurmple. Pokémon don't eat each other 
here." 


"| know, | Know, but... I'm still afraid," Wurmple said sadly. "Every 
time we're together, | get nervous. And | know he's kind of a foodie, 
but he's always saying he's hungry, and... well..." 


"Friends shouldn't be scared of each other," Wigglytuff said. 
"Especially not teammate friends!" 


"Indeed," Chatot continued. "Why even form a team in the first place 
if you were this terrified of Swellow?" 


"Well... when he first asked me, |... | guess | was too afraid to say 
no." 


"And have you talked to him about this?" 

"No, sir. Like | said, I'm too scared to." 

"No good! No good at all!" Wigglytuff sang. "Bad times! No fun!" 
"So, uh... what do you think | should do, sir?" Wurmple asked. 


And in the same cheerful tone as before, the Guild Master replied, 
"Disband! No more team!" 


Wurmple looked up at him in surprise. "What?! I-| mean, sir... what 
do you mean? | can't just end the team... right?" 


"Disband! Disband! No good!" Wigglytuff continued to sing, dancing 
around. 


Chatot cleared his throat again. "Ahem. | think what the esteemed 
Guild Master is trying to say is, this situation is unacceptable. An 
Exploration team formed out of fear, because you were too afraid to 
say no? A partner who you're terrified of every single day? A leader 
who you can't even talk to for fear of being eaten? The situation is an 
impossible one." 


Wurmple was too stunned to speak for a moment. Could it really be 
true? Was disbanding really the only solution? Could Wurmple and 
Swellow's partnership-their friendship-be impossible? 


The thought of leaving the team didn't relieve her at all. In fact, to her 
surprise, it hurt. The idea of leaving Swellow and never seeing him 
again, after all they'd been through together, made her chest ache. It 
gave her a hollow and sinking feeling; a feeling of guilt and sorrow 
she'd never expected. She wouldn't be afraid anymore, but she also 
wouldn't be able to see Swellow's smile anymore after completing a 
mission. She wouldn't hear his words of encouragement every 


morning before they started. She wouldn't be able to work with a 
leader she respected and admired anymore, one who understood 
her and valued her despite her weaknesses. 


The more she thought about it, the more she realized how much 
Swellow seemed to respect her, how much he enjoyed working with 
her despite the fact that she wasn't able to help as much as she'd 
like because she couldn't evolve. That last mission at Apple Woods 
was scary, difficult, and exhausting, but it was also exciting and 
fulfilling. That feeling of teamwork and mutually earned victory was 
the greatest feeling a Pokémon could have. 


"Guild Master, I... | don't think | could do that," she said finally. 
"Why? Are you too afraid to leave, too?" Chatot asked. 

"No, sir. | think it's... that | don't want to leave." 

Wigglytuff said nothing. Chatot tilted his head a little. 

"Then, what will you do?" 

Wurmple looked down. Like it or not, there really was only one thing 
she could do. She'd tried to avoid it, to put it off, to look for a different 
answer. But that was just running from her problems. She knew the 
only way to keep Swellow's friendship was to be brave. 

"|... I'm going to talk to him," she said finally. "| should have talked to 
him a long time ago. | guess | was just too much of a coward. But I'll 


try... I'll try my best, sir. Thank you for talking with me today." 


With that, Wurmple quietly left the room. After a moment of silence, 
Chatot turned to the Guild Master. 


"Do you think they'll work it out, sir?" he asked. 


Wigglytuff smiled, no longer singing or dancing, and replied calmly, 
"Of course. Like | said, friends can fix any problem." 


(The Beach) 


Wurmple paced anxiously along the sand of the Krabby beach. As 
soon as they'd finished their daily exploration, she had asked 
Swellow to meet her there after dinner. His portion was obviously 
much larger than hers, so she'd gotten there first, and was nervously 
awaiting his arrival and trying to think of what to say to him. 


"Hello, Swellow," she muttered to herself. "Good of you to meet me 
here... No, too formal. Um, hey, buddy, how've you been? Uh, nice 
weather... No, no... Please don't eat me? Ugh, what am | doing? | 
can't do this... What am | supposed to say? | don't even-" 


"Hey, Wurmple!" 

She nearly jumped out of her skin as Swellow landed behind her, 
sighing contentedly after undoubtedly filling his belly with Huge 
Apples. Wurmple froze, unable to think of what to say. 


"You said you wanted to talk to me?" Swellow asked. 


"Um, h-hey, buddy, how've you b-been?" Wurmple stammered. "G- 
Good of you t-to meet me here... Uh... nice... w-weather...?" 


Swellow blinked. "Um... Wurmple? Are you feeling okay?" 


Wurmple shook her head and looked down at her feet. She was 
blowing it, big time. She was supposed to be brave. Why was she 
acting like a coward now? This was the first time she'd worked up 
the nerve to talk to him about this at all. She had to do it now, or 
she'd never do it at all. 


"Um, yeah, I-I| need to t-talk to you about something," she continued, 
struggling to say each word. 


"Well, uh... here | am," Swellow said slowly. "What is it?" 


Wurmple gulped. / have to do this, she thought. | have to be brave. | 
have to. | have to. | have to. 


"Wurmple, what's wrong?" Swellow asked, now very concerned. "Are 
you okay? Please, tell me." 


"I'm... I'm... I'm afraid," she blurted finally, shutting her eyes tightly 
and beginning to quiver. 


"Afraid? What are you afraid of?" 
"Of... of..." Wurmple hesitated again, swallowing hard. "... of you." 


Swellow recoiled in surprise, his eyes widening. "You're afraid... of 
me? Why? What... what did | do?" 


Wurmple's voice began to tremble as she continued. "You're always 
t-talking about how... hungry you are... and you're... a p-predator, 
and... |... I'm afraid y-you're going to... eat me." 


There was a long silence. Swellow was too stunned to reply for quite 
some time. Wurmple kept her eyes shut, expecting him to get mad 
and eat her any second now. But finally, Swellow spoke again. 


"What are you suggesting? Me, eat you? Are you kidding?! 
Wurmple! You're my trusted partner. You're my one... and only 
partner. There's no replacing you!" 


Swellow stepped in closer to her, his voice gentle and kind, his 
words earnest as he laid his heart bare to her. 


"You and me... we're going to keep exploring together like we've 
always done.... Hm? Why are you crying?" 


Wurmple sniveled, finally opening her teary eyes to look up at her 
leader, her heart filling with so much warmth and joy that it drove the 
fear right out of her. 


"Eep... Thank you, Swellow... You are my one and only leader... I'm 
very... So very h-h-happy..." 


And with that, Wurmple broke down, sobbing and crying and letting 
out all of her emotions onto the warm sand beneath her. Swellow 
stepped forward and put his wing around her comfortingly, and she 
snuggled up against him, a feeling of happiness overwhelming her 
like she'd never felt before. 


The two stayed that way for a long time, staring out at the sunset 
together, at the sparkling bubbles filling the evening sky, until stars 
blanketed the night above. And soon, curled up together on the 
beach, they were asleep. 


Frigid 


Everything changed for the Pokémon of Treasure Town-and the 
world-when the Time Gear incident was resolved by a prodigy 
Exploration Team who braved the Hidden Land to stop the temporal 
distortion. It was as if a massive weight was lifted from the very air 
they all breathed. The planet's paralysis had been stopped, and the 
Pokémon of the world were free to live their lives without fear. 


But that wasn't to say there were no more problems facing the 
Explorer Federation. Not by a long shot. More outlaws were cropping 
up every day, taking advantage of the peaceful times to build 
criminal gangs and steal more and more items from unwary 
travelers, and many careless Pokémon still got themselves lost in 
dungeons and needed aid from Exploration Teams. 


Wigglytuff's guild had it the hardest. With the two saviors of Temporal 
Tower now facing a new threat in a nightmare dimension unlike 
anything they'd ever known, the rest of the guild was left without their 
prodigy team to face the ever-increasing tides of trouble flooding the 
bulletin boards. It became so bad that the guild was forced to call an 
emergency meeting one morning. 


"Attention all guild members," Chatot squawked, his voice carrying 
throughout the room. "We're facing something of a crisis. With our 
star team going off to the Dark Crater to face that wicked Darkrai, 
we're going to have to all pull together and take on some very 
difficult tasks today." 


"What KIND of tasks?!" Loudred asked, his booming voice nearly 
twice as loud as Chatot's. 


"Squawk! Hush! I'll tell you. Today, no teams are going to be allowed 
to take jobs from the bulletin board or outlaw notice boards. Instead, 
your duties will be individually assigned to you based on your 
strengths, merits, and who is better suited to handling them. These 


jobs you will be given are absolutely vital, and must be taken on 
immediately, so stock yourselves up at the shops and make this your 
top priority. All of these missions will be extremely difficult." 


Now there was murmuring amongst the guild members, some 
sounding excited at the prospect, the others sounding terrified of 
what they might face. Guild Master Wigglytuff offered everyone 
enthusiastic words of encouragement, and Chatot began sorting 
through a stack of papers. 


"Ahem," Chatot continued finally. "Due to the high priority of these 
missions, not only have we enlisted the help of several top 
Exploration Teams from outside the guild roster, but the Guild Master 
himself will also be joining the fray." 


Now the murmuring grew quite loud. It grew even louder when the 
famed Exploration Teams known as Team Charm, Team AWD, Team 
Razor Wind, Team Tasty, and the legendary Team Raider strode in 
through the doorway, and Wigglytuff himself stepped forward to join 
them. 


Swellow and Wurmple of Team Tasty followed at the back of the 
other experienced teams with uneasy anticipation. Ever since they'd 
sorted out their differences and vowed to work harder together, their 
team had advanced quite quickly to the coveted Gold Rank. It still 
wasn't as high as the Temporal Tower saviors’ rank, but for an 
ordinary team, it was quite respectable. Which meant it was quite 
likely they'd be trusted with a mission just as difficult as everyone 
else's. The thought was scary, but a little exciting. 


"Now then, let's begin." Chatot began reading from the list in his 
wing. “"Loudred, Dugtrio, and Chimecho, you three will go to 
Labyrinth Cave and deal with a rather nasty Gabite who's been 
ravaging forests and attacking travelers as of late. Diglett will handle 
the recruit assembly while Chimecho is gone." 


For once, Loudred didn't have anything to say. Dugtrio and 
Chimecho exchanged nervous looks and quietly talked about how 


serious this job would be, but the three soon headed out to prepare 
for their difficult task. Chatot shifted through his papers and spoke 
again. 


"Sunflora, Bidoof, and Croagunk, our guild is badly understocked at 
the moment and in desperate need of supplies if we're to face this 
crisis any longer. You three are to head to the Marine Resort and 
gather as many food items as possible, even if you only find large 
numbers of Blue Gummis or some such thing. In addition, there are 
two Pokemon there who need rescuing: A Corsola, and a Relicanth. 
They have promised several Huge Apples as a reward for those 
jobs. Sunflora, with your advantageous typing and good skills in 
battle, | expect you to lead the team." 


Sunflora nodded, and she led Bidoof and Croagunk out into 
Treasure Town to prepare. 


"Team Razor Wind, there is a dangerous gang of outlaw Pokemon 
being led by a particularly vicious Houndoom in Shimmer Desert. 
This is a five-star mission, and will be extremely dangerous, but your 
team has proven strong and reliable in many missions, and | expect 
you will succeed." 


Zangoose, the team's leader, pumped his claw in the air 
triumphantly. "Team Razor Wind never backs down from a fight! You 
can count on us!" 


The other teams looked at him, some with envy, others with dread. A 
five-star mission was nothing to take lightly. Most missions were 
sorted by difficulty, and usually with letter grades; E and D were very 
easy missions, while B and A were quite difficult. But there were 
missions even beyond that, categorized by stars rather than letters, 
ranging from 1 to 9. Star missions were exceptionally brutal, usually 
taken only by the best of the best, and five stars meant one insanely 
tough job. But Zangoose, Scyther, and Sandslash were confident as 
always as they left the guild to prepare. 


Once everything quieted down, Chatot once again cleared his throat 
and read off the next job. 


"Team Charm, a young team of explorers named Team Glee has 
gotten stranded at the bottom of the Concealed Ruins. Apparently 
they got overeager and decided to take on a mission way out of their 
league, and now it's your job to rescue them. | don't think | need to 
remind you what a daunting dungeon that place can be, so exercise 
extreme caution and bring the team home safely." 


As Lopunny, Medicham, and Gardevoir exchanged light words with 
Wigglytuff and headed out, Swellow and Wurmple-who were still 
waiting at the back of the line and would likely receive their jobs last- 
exchanged worried looks. 


"Team Glee went to the concealed ruins?" Wurmple whispered, her 
eyes wide with concern. "What were they thinking? | know Ledyba 
and the others are kinda carefree and a little too excited, but don't 
they know how dangerous dungeons like that are? They usually only 
take the easy jobs!" 


"| don't know," Swellow muttered, shaking his head. "But try not to 
worry about it too much. Team Charm might act aloof, but they're 
really skilled, and | hear they have some familiarity with those types 
of ruins. They'll rescue Team Glee in no time." 


Wurmple nodded, but she still couldn't help feeling both afraid and a 
little upset. She wished Chatot had assigned her and Swellow to 
rescue them personally. 


"Team AWD," Chatot squawked. "Your knowledge of Zero Isle has 
proven to be invaluable, and our intelligence suspects that Zero Isle 
North in particular is absolutely filled to the brim with the most 
valuable treasures, items, and supplies in the land. Our guild is in 
need of funding at a time like this, so now more than ever, it is crucial 
that you gather as much as you can. Take an Escape Orb with you; 
you aren't required to complete the entire dungeon, and it's important 
you remember that Zero Isle North is one of the deadliest dungeons 


the Explorer Federation is aware of. Just get what you can and come 
back safely." 


Lady Weavile, the leader of AWD, took the job description paper 
from Chatot and quietly examined it before nodding to her 
teammates, Arbok and Drapion. The three stoically left the guild 
while the remaining members shook their heads in wonder. For any 
team to be so confident going up against one of the Zero Isles was 
very impressive. They all Knew Team AWD was Diamond Rank for a 
good reason. 


Chatot then glanced toward Gallade, Rypherior, and Roserade with a 
look of respect and admiration. 


"Team Raider, we are certain only you could handle a job like the 
one we're about to give you," he said, handing them their job 
description paper. "We've recently discovered an absolutely 
nightmarish new dungeon in the Zero Islands known as Zero Isle 
Center. The Pokémon there are unrivalled in their strength and 
brutality, and near the very bottom of the dungeon currently hides a 
wickedly strong outlaw known as Salamence. Officer Magnezone 
reports he's the leader of an entire criminal organization. His arrest is 
of the utmost importance. Needless to say, this is a nine-star 
mission." 


Gallade folded his sword-like arms and smiled. "It'll be no problem 
for us. Team Raider didn't get Master rank the easy way." 


The last few guild Pokémon watched in awe as Team Raider, 
arguably the best Exploration Team out there, set off to face the 
hardest job yet. Wigglytuff danced in excitement despite the grim 
atmosphere of the meeting. 


"What'll we do?" he asked cheerfully. "You said we'd be involved too! 
You said, you said!" 


Chatot glanced at him timidly. "Ahem, yes, so | did, Guild Master. 
You, Corphish, and | will personally be going to the Bottomless Sea. 


It is another newly discovered dungeon, and while it is not on par 
with the Zero Islands, it is quite ruthless. We must rescue an entire 
school of Lumineon who got stranded there after being swept up by 
a raging current in the Miracle Sea." 


Wigglytuff happily took the description paper and headed off to grab 
a few Perfect Apples for the trip. 


"Um, sir?" Corphish interjected. "Who will watch the guild while 
everyone's gone? There's no one left for sentry duty, hey, hey!" 


"There will be no sentry duty while we're gone," Chatot said calmly. 
"We will lock up the guild completely, just as we did during the 
expedition. These jobs are too important and will require all our 
teams and resources to handle." 


Corphish looked especially nervous, but he managed a nod and 
followed Wigglytuff out. Finally, Chatot approached the end of the 
line to hand Swellow and Wurmple their job description. 


"Team Tasty, you two are to track an outlaw to Blizzard Island and 
find his lair in Crevice Cave. Your adversary is a Swellow like you, 
although this particular criminal goes by the name "Red Talon." He's 
quite dangerous, crafty, and cunning, and the elements are against 
you, but your teamwork has been admirable so far, and | expect you 
will succeed." 


Swellow began reading the job description. His eyes suddenly 
widened in shock. 


"Sir!" he yelled. "This mission... this is a seven-star mission! " 
" What?!" Wurmple yelped in surprise, looking at the paper too. 
Chatot looked back at them. "Is there a problem?" 


Swellow stared at him, sweating a little. "Sir... a seven-star mission 
is even tougher than Team Razor Wind's job, and they're much 


stronger than us. This is way out of our league!" 


"This outlaw is the same species as you, Swellow. As such, your 
knowledge of his eating, hunting, flying, and nesting patterns will 
surely come in handy. You're the best choice to track this particular 
criminal. He's strong in battle, but prefers to hide and elude the law 
rather than fighting when he can, and many teams have failed to find 
him and flush him out." 


"B-But Swellow is weak to Ice types," Wurmple timidly objected. 
"And Blizzard Island is... well..." 


"If Red Talon has found a way to survive there, so can he," Chatot 
replied patiently. "And he has you to help him. Swellow has talked 
endlessly about how great a partner you are, so you should be all he 
needs. After all, you're so confident in your strength that you haven't 
even chosen to evolve yet, despite the fact that the Temporal Tower 
crisis being resolved has allowed Pokemon to evolve freely again, 
isn't that right?" 


"It's not like that, sir," Swellow said quickly. "For some reason, she 
hasn't been able to evolve yet. We don't really know why, but I'm 
guessing it has something to do with cocoon Pokemon evolving 
differently than other Pokemon. And yes, she's an irreplaceable 
partner to me, but this Red Talon is..." 


"Just another outlaw who needs to be stopped," Chatot interrupted 
him, his patience clearly running out. "And a Gold Rank team like 
yourself should be able to handle this mission without so many 
complaints. Everyone else is pulling together, and you must play 
your parts as well. Now, if you'll excuse me, | need to put supplies 
other than Perfect Apples in the Guild Master's pouch, so | suggest 
you take the time you still have to stock up on supplies." 


With that, Chatot hopped and fluttered out of the room, leaving 
Swellow and Wurmple alone in the empty guild hall. The two stared 
at the job description for a while before either one talked. 


"Swellow?" Wurmple said, her voice barely above a whisper. "I'm... 
I'm scared." 


"Yeah," her partner replied, gazing out the window at the sea. "Me 
too. This... this isn't good. From what | know, the only way to reach 
Crevice Cave is to go through Blizzard Island, so we're basically 
dealing with two dungeons in one. Blizzard Island is a harsh, frigid, 
and cruel territory, and the Pokémon there are all savage and 
hardened by nature, especially in Crevice Cave. And the whole place 
is ruled by Froslass, who... gah! | don't even want to think about it! A 
seven-star mission... we were proud of taking on that one star 
mission last month, but this! How does Chatot expect us to do this?!" 


Wurmple looked up at him. "What're we gonna do?" 


Swellow stared back at the job description, as if hoping the difficulty 
rating would magically change to S, or at the very least lose a few 
stars. 


"|... | don't know," he muttered somberly. "| mean, we have to try, but 
| don't see how this can end any other way than us getting beaten 
up, frozen, robbed, and humiliated." 


Wurmple felt terrified herself, but she could see that Swellow was 
losing hope completely. He usually had a lot of gusto, but that 
enthusiasm sometimes faded fast when things got bad. At times like 
this, she was usually the one to give him the encouragement he 
needed to keep going, so she swallowed her fear and put on a brave 
face. 


"We can do this," she declared, trying to sound more confident than 
she felt. "We're a top-notch team. We're being given the same kind 
of assignment as Razor Wind and AWD, and that means we're tough 
enough to handle it, just like them! The guild respects us for a 
reason! We're a Gold Rank team, and no outlaw is a match for us!" 


Swellow looked at Wurmple for a moment, his fears and worry 
seeming to slowly fade. But instead of his usual enthusiasm, there 


was a look of such gratitude and affection in his eyes that it surprised 
her. 


"You're amazing, Wurmple," he said softly. "You're always so strong, 
always there to pick me up when I'm down. You know, I... | don't 
care that you can't evolve. You're the best partner anyone could ever 
ask for." 


Wurmple looked down, blushing in embarrassment. But when 
Swellow said next shocked her even more. 


"| think... maybe | should do this mission by myself." 
Wurmple actually flinched back a little in surprise and bewilderment. 


"W-What?! Why would you want to go alone? You... you just said 
you valued me as a partner!" 


Swellow smiled sadly. "I do. | value you more than anything. Not just 
as my partner, but as my friend. You don't know how happy | was 
when you suggested we share a home like the other Exploration 
Teams do. Hanging out with you is the most fun out of anything in my 
day, even more than exploring. You've always been there for me, 
even when you were still afraid of me. I... | couldn't live with myself if 
you got hurt. | don't want anything bad to happen to you." 


As he said those things, Wurmple's eyes grew more and more misty. 
Swellow had touched her heart, just like he had on the beach when 
she'd confessed her deepest fears to him. She ran up and nuzzled 
her face into his chest feathers, tears sliding down her cheeks as 
Swellow wrapped his wing around her. 


"|... | won't leave you," Wurmple said at length, her voice trembling. 
"| don't want anything to happen to you either. You're m-my best 
friend ever... and | can help. You need me. We need each other." 


"But aren't you scared? This outlaw is a Swellow too, but he's vicious 
and evil. What if he tries to..." 


"| don't care. I'm with you to the end. You can't handle all those Ice 
Pokémon without me, and | can't handle Red Talon without you. | 
don't care if he tries... if he tries to eat me. I'll never leave you. We're 
in this together." 


Swellow silently held her gaze for a moment. Then, his old grin 
finally returned, though there were tears in his eyes as well. 


"Yeah, | guess we are," he chuckled. "And there's no one I'd rather 
be with." 


"Me neither," Wurmple replied, smiling back. 
(Treasure Town) 
"Is that everything?" Wurmple asked. 


"Not quite," Swellow replied. "We need a few Foe Hold Orbs. Those 
will really come in handy if we get in trouble." 


"We're dumping a /ot of our savings into this..." 


"| know, but if we're not prepared, we're gonna be dumping a lot 
more of our savings into restocking and trying again. This is gonna 
be the hardest mission we've ever faced, and | want to have a good 
chance of success." 


The purple Keckleon brother picked up the money Swellow put on 
the counter, and began rummaging through his wares to find some 
Foe Hold Orbs. 


"I've heard about that," the salesman said. "I've heard the guild is 
sending teams out on some really tough missions lately. | wish you 
two the best of luck!" 


"Thank you," Swellow replied as he put the orbs in his explorer kit. 
"Got any Evasion Orbs?" 


"Sorry, we sold the last of them to Team Razor Wind a few minutes 
ago," Keckleon replied sadly. 


"No worries, it shouldn't matter too much. All right, Wurmple, let's 
take a quick look and make sure we've got everything we need." 


Wurmple glanced into their kit once again. They had several Oran 
Berries, apples, Heal Seeds, Blast Seeds, Stun Seeds, and Max 
Elixirs. They had a dozen Reviver Seeds, as well as several All- 
Mach Orbs. And lastly, they had Swellow's Power Band and 
Wurmple's Defense Scarf. 


"| think that's everything," she said. "We're pretty well stocked." 
"Yeah, it seems like it... except for one thing. Your Defense Scarf..." 


Wurmple looked down at the green scarf around her neck. "Huh? 
What about it?" 


"Well, most Ice Pokémon fight with long-ranged moves and special 
attacks, rather than physical moves. Maybe we should get you a 
Special Def. Scarf instead...?" 


Staring at the scarf again, Wurmple thought about it for a few 
moments, then looked at Keckleon. 


"I'll take a Power Band," she said. 
Swellow glanced at her in surprise. "Are you sure?" 


"Yes. | learned Bug Bite recently, and I've gotten stronger since our 
last few explorations. | can help you a lot more with offensive support 
now. Besides, you're more vulnerable to Ice attacks than me." 


After a moment, Swellow smiled, then turned to Keckleon. "All right, 
you heard her. One more Power Band, please." 


"Coming right up!" Keckleon replied jovially, grabbing one off the 
shelves and handing it to Wurmple. "Will there be anything else?" 


"No, sir," Wurmple said politely, handing him the money. 
"All right! You two come back safe!" 


"Thanks again!" Swellow said, waving his wing in farewell as the two 
left the shop. 


After that, Team Tasty deposited their remaining funds back in the 
Duskull Bank for safety, Knowing they weren't going to find any 
travelling Keckleon shops in a place like Blizzard Island. Finally, 
once they equipped their Power Bands, Swellow and Wurmple 
stopped just outside the town gate. 


"You ready for this?" Swellow asked. 

"Not really," Wurmple replied. "How about you?" 
"Nope." 

"Well, let's go, then." 


Swellow spread his wings and Wurmple climbed on his back, and 
they took off into the skies and flew toward Blizzard Island. Wurmple 
opened her map as they sailed through the air. 


"Blizzard Island is to the southeast from here," she called to her 
friend over the rushing wind. "From the image drawn here, | don't 
think we can miss it. It looks like a giant island covered in ice and 
snow with a massive forest in the center." 


"I'm really gonna hate this, | just Know it," Swellow groaned. 


Wurmple sympathized with her friend. Bird Pokémon were no good 
with cold weather, and this looked like it was gonna be the coldest 
place on the Grass Continent. If this Red Talon really was able to live 
on a place like Blizzard Island, he must be really, really tough. That 
wasn't a comforting thought. 


Swellow and Wurmple flew for a few hours over the ocean, passing 
the time by talking and reminiscing about their past adventures. 
Wurmple occasionally toyed with the Power Band wrapped around 
her forked tail; she'd never worn one before, and she really enjoyed 
the smooth, rubbery feel of it. The fact that it gave her energy and 
made her feel stronger certainly helped. 


But eventually, the air began to grow colder around them. Swellow 
squinted his eyes and looked straight ahead, seeing a shadowy 
mass on the horizon, shrouded by what looked like snowy winds. He 
thought he could see a few trees sticking out on top of it, and he 
sighed. 


"| think we're here," he called to Wurmple. "Get ready." 


Wurmple couldn't really do anything to be more ready than she was 
now, but she nodded, trying to prepare herself for what they were 
about to face. Swellow circled over the coast of the island for a bit, 
trying to find a safe place to land. Finally, he spotted a small rocky 
outcropping, and he tucked in his wings and descended. They had 
arrived. 


(Blizzard Island) 


It was as if they'd landed in a different world. Mystery Dungeons 
always had their own climate, but this was unlike than anything 
they'd faced before. The frosty winds shrouded them on all sides, 
swiftly laying the sun to sleep behind a fog of icy darkness. A world 
of snow blanketed everything. The trees lost their points, the rocks, 
their edges. Ice blossoms cracked their petals across puddles and 
streams. The forest stretched on into the blizzard, the tight clusters 
of trees blocking out the light and forming a natural maze of dark 
rooms and hallways. Swellow and Wurmple simultaneously 
shuddered. 


"W-Well," Swellow began, seeing his own frozen breath on the wind 
as he spoke. "W-We're h-h-here." 


Wurmple's teeth chattered as she stammered a reply. "Y-Y-Yep. So 
where d-d-do we I-look?" 


Swellow shivered and tried to control his chattering beak. "Well... 
Red Talon's I-lair is supposed to be in Crevice C-Cave, but my 
species prefer t-t-to hunt in the forests. So we s-should look for him 
out here; m-maybe we'll catch him out hunting." 


Wurmple nodded, too cold to reply. Knowing they had to get started 
or they'd just stand out here until they froze, the two explorers began 
heading down the first hallway into the dungeon. They kept their 
eyes peeled and moved slowly, knowing that each and every native 
wild Pokemon here could be extremely dangerous to them. 


They arrived at the first room, stepping over a Pecha Berry on the 
way (their bag was full to the brim with other items) and encountered 
a few weaker wild Pokémon: a Swablu, a Sneasel, and an Azurill. 
They were low level and not much of a threat. These were the type 
of Pokemon that Swellow might hunt here if he wasn't civilized... 
which meant they were the kind of Pokemon Red Talon might hunt 
during the day. The explorers kept their eyes open for him in each 
room they visited. 


Eventually, they ran into some of the more dangerous indigenous 
Pokémon. Swellow ran into a Golduck in a hallway, taking a hit from 
its Water Gun before knocking it out with Aerial Ace. The hit stung 
Swellow, but it wasn't worth wasting one of their Oran Berries over, 
so he endured it and moved on. But just as he was about to reach 
the next room, a Vigoroth stepped forward and blocked the path. 
Swellow hit it with Quick Attack before it reached him, then finished it 
with Aerial Ace when it stepped forward. 


While he was battling it, though, a Marill had approached Wurmple 
from behind. She hit it with Bug Bite, doing significant damage, but 
not quite enough to finish it. The Marill hit back with Bubble, not only 
doing damage but also slowing her down. It then used Water Gun, 
doing even more damage against Wurmple's weak special defense 
before she could finally finish it with Tackle. 


As Swellow defeated his opponent, he turned back to Wurmple. "You 
okay?" he asked. 


Wurmple's body ached and stung, and she couldn't move very 
quickly. She hated being a burden on him, but she couldn't risk 
wasting a Reviver Seed if they got in more trouble. 


"I'm kinda hurt," she muttered. 


Without hesitation, Swellow opened his bag and gave her an Oran 
Berry. Wurmple nibbled it reluctantly, feeling ashamed to have 
wasted one already. But Swellow smiled encouragingly at her, as if 
reassuring her not to worry about it. He then slowed down and 
waited for Wurmple to keep up while they travelled until her 
sluggishness from that Bubble finally wore off. 


But going slowly had cost them time, and soon they were caught by 
another wild Pokémon. It was a Nosepass this time, and while they 
were in an open clearing and able to fight it together, all but one of 
their moves were ineffective against the Rock type and both were 
vulnerable to its attacks. Swellow carefully maneuvered himself so 
that both he and Wurmple were able to attack it when it approached. 
He hit it with an ineffective Quick Attack before it reached them just 
for a little extra damage. 


Swellow attacked with Steel Wing and Wurmple with Bug Bite, both 
moves hitting powerfully against its stone body. But it wasn't quite 
enough to knock it out, and it used Rock Throw, hitting Swellow 
square in the chest and knocking the wind out of him. He'd already 
been slightly weakened from the Water Gun before, and this nearly 
knocked him out in one blow. But he held onto consciousness by a 
sliver of strength and managed to finish the Nosepass with Quick 
Attack. 


Swellow groaned in pain, reaching into his bag and eating an Oran 
Berry. He sighed as his wounds healed. 


"Well, there go t-two of our Oran Berries," he muttered. 


"And w-we haven't even c-c-cleared the first floor," Wurmple sighed, 
still shivering a little. 


As the two walked by a freezing river and down another hall of trees, 
they soon saw the stairs. But in front of them was a Piloswine, the 
deadliest enemy they'd encountered yet. Not even red Talon would 
hunt an enemy like this. The mammoth roared a them and charged 
forward, ready to ram its tusks into the first explorer it reached. The 
snowstorm boosted its speed; its charge was a frightening thing 
indeed. 


"Uh oh," Wurmple said, shuddering. 
"Hang on," Swellow murmured. "I got an idea." 


With that, Swellow began circling the Piloswine as it approached, 
angling himself so that the mammoth was between him and the icy 
river. Wurmple was worried when Swellow didn't used Quick Attack 
but once the beast got even closer, Swellow suddenly used 
Whirlwind, sending a massive gale of wind that blew Piloswine into 
the frigid water and out of their path. It fell in with a massive splash, 
thrashing and struggling to climb back onto land. 


"Now! Let's get to the s-stairs, quickly!" Swellow shouted. 


Wurmple needed no further encouragement. The two ran forward 
and into the mysterious stairway, going even deeper into Blizzard 
Island's freezing woods. 


But the next area was even worse than the last. The snow turned to 
hail, the harsh balls of ice pelting Swellow and Wurmple with every 
step they took. The cold was freezing everything to stillness; 
Wurmple's guard hair and Swellow's thick, feathery down was the 
only thing keeping their tails, not to mention the rest of their bodies, 
from turning to icicles. 


The explorers trudged forward, the chill making their every 
movement slightly more sluggish. Each winding corridor felt longer 


than the last, and they were already getting hungry. They shared an 
apple, much sooner than they'd have wanted to, now only having 
three left. The wild Pokémon were getting tougher as well, and the 
explorers had to use all their wits to conserve their moves and avoid 
taking too much damage early on. 


At one point, Swellow blew away a Nosepass with Whirlwind as they 
hurried down a corridor past it, but then ran into a Piloswine halfway 
through. As Swellow used the Quick Attack/Aerial Ace combo, the 
Nosepass, having followed them down the corridor, approached 
Wurmple from behind. Now cornered, Wurmple hit it with String Shot, 
then Bug Bite. But the Nosepass hit her back with a super-effective 
Rock Throw, doing horrible damage. Wurmple knew using an Oran 
Berry would be a waste, since it would just hit her with the same 
attack again, so she went for another Bug Bite, hoping her Power 
Band would make the move strong enough to finish the Nosepass 
off. 


It wasn't. Wurmple soon found herself pelted by another shower of 
rocks, and without her Defense Scarf to protect her, she was 
knocked right out. Swellow, having just defeated the Piloswine 
(While suffering some nasty damage himself) hurriedly turned and 
knocked out the Nosepass with Quick Attack as Wurmple used up a 
Reviver Seed. 


"I'm s-s-sorry, Swellow," Wurmple said sadly. 


"D-Don't be," Swellow replied. "It was m-my fault. The Whirlwind was 
a S-S-Stupid idea. I'm such a b-bad leader... we've already lost a 
Reviver Seed." 


To make matters worse, the hail buffeted them constantly, preventing 
them from healing naturally, and the bad damage Swellow had 
suffered from the Piloswine only felt worse over time. Soon, he had 
to use up another Oran Berry, leaving them with only two left. It was 
all the explorers could do to not lose heart already; they were 
essentially going to have to go through two long dungeons in one, 
and they'd already wasted several vital supplies. They only hoped 


they'd find more on the way, but Blizzard Island seemed fairly barren 
when it came to items. 


Another dangerous situation occurred in a large, open room with a 
frozen stream around it. Swellow and Wurmple spotted a Castform 
near the back of the clearing. The moment they took a step forward, 
it used Powder Snow, blasting them both with a frigid gale of wind 
that rattled their bones. It hurt badly, and Swellow knew they'd never 
reach it before it knocked them both out, so he quickly grabbed a 
Stun Seed from the bag and hurled it across the room at their 
enemy. 


Swellow's gut clenched; he knew they'd be in serious trouble if 
Castform dodged it. But thankfully, the seed seemed to catch the 
floating cloud creature completely off guard, and it was soon stunned 
in place. Swellow and Wurmple began approaching it, preparing to 
knock it out. 


But there was one problem they'd forgotten about: The hail. A 
Pokémon was only stunned until it took damage; physical pain of any 
kind would snap its body out of it immediately. And right before the 
explorers could reach it, the hail pelted Castform and its muscles 
began to move again. Before Swellow and Wurmple could even 
regret their actions, it immediately blasted them both with another 
Powder Snow, instantly using up two Reviver Seeds at once. 


Swellow furiously used Quick Attack and Wurmple threw a Blast 
Seed at it, the two hits knocking their enemy out. But Swellow 
groaned in anger and disappointment as he tossed their plain seeds 
away. 


"Argh, | can't believe this!" he said, shaking his head. "How many 
Reviver Seeds do we have left?" 


Wurmple glanced into their bag. "Six." 


"Great. Just G-Great. This is the worst." 


Wurmple sadly nodded in agreement. "This is awful... b-but we can 
still d-do this. We j-just have to be more c-careful." 


Swellow sighed and said nothing. Her words didn't seem to 
encourage him as much as usual, but he eventually began leading 
the way down the next corridor again, soon finding another set of 
stairs. 


The next area was no better than the last. The blizzard lashed its 
frozen claws across the dungeon, enveloping Swellow and Wurmple 
in torrents of white. Hail battered their skin and bones. Flakes 
whipped their eyes. Frost stung their ears. Snow piled higher and 
higher until they could no longer walk but instead had to hop, carving 
a groove through the drifts. 


"A-A-Are you 0-0-okay b-back there, W-W-Wurmple?" Swellow 
asked, his whole body shaking and trembling harder than ever. 


He had expected her to be faring better, since she wasn't weak to 
Ice the way he was. But she seemed to be struggling to keep up; she 
wasn't shivering as hard as he was, but she seemed thoroughly 
exhausted and was moving slower than usual. 


"| th-think I'm okay," she replied, her voice low and weak. "B-But I'd I- 
like to find shelter and r-r-rest soon." 


Feeling surprised and deeply concerned for her, Swellow began 
looking around for any part of the dungeon floor that might be 
warmer than the rest so they could take a breather. But the ground 
was flat. Icicles hung from every tree, every rocky cliff, every 
outcropping. Snow and hail battered them from every angle. Food 
items were becoming more scarce. Wild Pokémon loomed around 
every corner. No matter where they looked, no area of this floor 
looked safe. 


"| c-can't see anything," Swellow said eventually. "W-Wei'll try next 
floor; we'll j-j-just have t-to tough it out u-until then." 


Wurmple's chattering teeth was enough of a reply. The two simply 
had to bear the pain and slog their way through the harsh lands and 
harsher battles. Not only were their bodies beginning to wear out, but 
also their minds. They knew the dungeon would be rough, but they 
hadn't expected this. Maybe Team Raider or the Temporal Tower 
saviors could tear through this dungeon with ease, but Swellow and 
Wurmple had no idea how any normal team was supposed to endure 
this. 


With each room they passed through, Wurmple seemed to move 
slower and slower through the snow and ice. Swellow had to stop 
several times to let her keep up; it was as if she'd been hit with 
Bubble again and the sluggishness never wore off. Swellow was 
starting to get scared. His heart leapt into his throat when she got 
stuck in a pile of snow and couldn't wriggle her way out. He quickly 
hopped over and brushed the snow away with his beak, the cold 
stinging his face in the process. 


"Hey, w-what's wrong?" he asked worriedly. "I've n-never seen you 
like this." 


Wurmple looked up at him with bleary eyes for a moment. 

"I'm kinda sleepy," she said, her little bug teeth no longer chattering. 
"| don't know why, but... I'm so tired. My eyes are getting foggy, and 
|... it's hard to move." 


Swellow felt a chill down his spine, and for once, it wasn't from the 
horrific weather. 


"As S-soon as we reach the n-next floor, I'll find a p-p-place for us to 
rest," he said. "Can you k-keep moving until then?" 


Wurmple's eyes seemed to glaze over for a second, but then she 
shook her head and looked up at Swellow. 


"lll try.” 


Swellow lead the way nervously down the next hall, still having to 
stop occasionally to let Wurmple catch up with him. He asked her if 
she thought a healing item might help, but she shook her head, 
saying she just felt sleepy. He very much hoped that was all it was, 
but he couldn't help feeling a creeping sense of dread as she 
continued to fall behind. 


They ran into several more enemies on the way, some weaker, and 
some very strong. Swellow took the lead in most fights, as Wurmple 
seemed too tired to fight well and mostly just supported him with 
String Shot now. And as each enemy fell, Wurmple seemed to move 
even slower. Usually, when Pokémon won battles, they felt stronger 
and more experienced, but this only seemed to make it worse for 
Wurmople. 


Swellow was starting to panic. He didn't know what to do. If he had 
any idea what she needed, he'd do whatever it took to get it, but all 
he knew was that his best friend was getting weaker and weaker and 
he couldn't stop it. He was desperate to find the stairs; maybe the 
next floor would have some kind of shelter. Maybe that would help. 
Maybe Wurmple just needed to rest. He clung to that hope as he 
searched each room for the stairs, wincing as the hail constantly 
poured down onto them both. 


Finally, Swellow spotted a large room with the stairs in the back. His 
heart soared. He instantly dashed inside, and he was even happier 
when he noticed the unusually large number of items in the room. 


Immediately, a Monster House of Pokémon dropped down from the 
treetops. 


Swellow froze in his tracks. A dozen wild Pokemon slammed into the 
snow, surrounding the room and cutting them off from the stairs. 
Poliswine, Nosepass, AzZumarill, Vigoroth, Delibird, Golduck, 
Castform... all the nastiest Pokémon of Blizzard Island in one room 
and more. Their hungry red eyes all fixed on Swellow and Wurmple 
at once as the explorers’ hearts grew cold with fear. 


Swellow looked back at his companion. She looked in no condition to 
fight at all. And then he spotted a Vigoroth approaching her from the 
hall behind, cutting off their only escape. Wurmple looked at the 
enemy and then gazed up at Swellow, her bleary, tired eyes full of 
fear and hopelessness. 


"Swellow," she said weakly. "Please... help..." 


A feeling of such terror, rage, and desperation flooded through 
Swellow that he thought he would lose his mind. He no longer 
thought anything of the mission, the guild, or anything else. His best 
friend was in danger, and he would protect her at any cost. He 
reached into his bag for an Escape Orb. 


But there weren't any in the bag. 


Swellow wanted to scream. That's what we forgot to bring! He 
thought in fury and despair. He'd been so wrapped up in the desire 
to complete the mission that he'd never once thought of abandoning 
it for any reason until now. 


The wild Pokémon began to close in. Swellow frantically dug through 
the bag, looking for anything that would save them. And then he 
found it. It was for emergencies only, but if this wasn't an emergency, 
he didn't know what was. 


Just as the Castform was about to use Powder Snow, Swellow held 
up the glowing blue sphere. 


" Enough!" he roared. 


Suddenly, a pulse of pure power and energy erupted from the item. It 
swept over every wild Pokémon in the room-no, on the entire floor. 
All of their muscles immediately seized up, and they all seemed to 
freeze in place, wide-eyed and helpless. Not one of the enemies 
could take another step, their bodies stiff as statues. 


Swellow slowly put down the Foe-hold Orb, its power now spent. He 
quickly looked back at Wurmple. 


"Come on, we're almost there," he said between breaths, his 
adrenaline heating up his body against the cold. 


Wurmple forced herself to follow, seeming to have to drag her body 
forward with each tired wriggle. Swellow swiftly knocked out a few of 
the weaker Pokémon who were directly blocking their way to the 
stairs as Wurmple slowly trudged after him. But eventually, the two 
reached the stairs and made it to the fourth floor at long last. 


The next area of Blizzard Island was still bitterly cold, but the hail 
had stopped. It was back to a gentle trickle of snow that, while still 
horribly cold, wasn't as painful as the heavy ice balls battering them 
with nearly every step. Swellow breathed a heavy sigh of relief. 


"We made it," he said. "Are you okay, Wurmple?" 


His relief immediately faded as he looked back at her. She was lying 
on the ground, her eyes half shut as if she were about to pass out. 
Her breathing was getting shallow and erratic. She didn't respond. 


"Wurmple!" he shouted, leaping over to her, his eyes wide with fear 
and concern. 


He gently nudged the side of her face with his beak until she looked 
up at him. 


"|... |can't... walk... anymore," she said hoarsely, her voice barely 
above a whisper. 


Swellow began frantically racking his brain for a solution. He didn't 
know what was wrong with her, but he had to do something! He 
quickly looked around the area. The landscape here looked far more 
segmented, with cliffs, hollows, alcoves, thick tree clusters... he was 
sure they could find a good enough shelter here somewhere if they 
looked. But Wurmple couldn't move anymore. He knew they couldn't 


stay out here in the open. Too cold and too dangerous. They'd be 
going through Reviver Seeds faster than snowflakes stuck to their 
backs. 


| can't panic now, Swellow thought. Wurmple needs me. She's 
depending on me now. I'm her leader. | can't let her down. 


Then, coming to a decision, he hopped over to her and gently 
clutched her small body in his right talon. She looked up at him, 
confused, but not afraid; she'd never been afraid of him since that 
day on the beach, and she trusted him completely. 


"I'll carry you," he told her. 
Wurmple looked slightly distraught at that. 
"Swellow," she muttered softly. "You... can't fly... in this weather..." 


"| have to," Swellow replied, his eyes filled with grim determination. 
"I'll find a way, you'll see. We'll make it. | promise." 


Wurmple said nothing more, seeming to accept his words. She 
allowed him to lift her off the ground in his talon. Swellow shook the 
snow off his feathers and spread his wings, taking a deep breath. 
Flying was hard enough in this kind of weather, let alone while 
carrying another Pokémon, but he had to try. He couldn't give up. All 
the other Exploration Teams were out on grueling missions of their 
own; that meant no one would be able to come to their rescue if they 
collapsed here. Swellow and Wurmple were on their own, and if he 
couldn't find shelter before his wings gave out, they wouldn't survive 
the night. 


Swellow flapped his wings as hard as he could. Taking off from the 
ground was the hardest part of flying, and the extra weight was 
straining every muscle in his wings and torso. He grunted and 
gasped for breath as he struggled to lift off into the chilled evening 
air. The wind was erratic; it blew at all the wrong moments and went 
still before he could get it under his flight feathers. The snow stuck to 


his wings, and by the time their flapping shook it off, more was 
already piling up, adding extra weight and extra chill to the already 
excruciating endeavor. 


And yet, through sheer force of will, Swellow managed to rise up. 
Slowly, bit-by-bit, he heaved them up higher and higher. His lungs 
desperately sucked in and expelled the freezing gales, his chest 
burning with pain from both the cold air and the exertion. They got 
two feet off the ground... then three... then four... then five... almost 
high enough to ride the wind... 


And then his strength gave out. His wings flapped once more weakly, 
the shape of the wind slipping just out of his reach as they 
plummeted from the sky and slammed back into the snow. Swellow 
groaned, his whole body aching, his own sweat freezing and sticking 
to his back. He could barely even push himself off the ground to get 
back up. 


He quickly looked back down at Wurmple, hoping she wasn't hurt. 
He expected to see her eyes filled with disappointment in him. But 
she slowly looked back up at him and gave him a sad, weary smile. 
“Thanks... for trying," she said. 

And with that, she began to close her eyes. 


"Wurmple!" Swellow yelled in fright. 


She didn't respond. Swellow released his grip on her and nudged 
her with his beak again. 


"Wurmple, don't give up on me,” he pleaded. 


Still nothing. All was silent. The snow itself seemed to drown out his 
cries. Swellow couldn't even draw breath. He kept nuzzling Wurmple, 
trying to wake her up, trying to get any kind of reaction. He drewa 
Reviver Seed from his bag and fed it to her, hoping it would 
somehow fix all of this, or at least wake her up. But she didn't move. 


"Please," he mumbled, his throat almost too dry for him to speak 
anymore. "Please... don't give up..." 


Wurmple was as still as the trees. Swellow slowly began to tremble, 
tears welling up on the rims of his eyes as he stared down at his 
partner, his companion, his best friend. Snow was beginning to pile 
up on top of her. He brushed it away with his wing, as if that would 
help her in some way. Her body no longer felt warm. He didn't trust 
his own quivering voice anymore, so he leaned down and whispered 
in her ear. 


"| need you." 


The words did not reach her. After another moment of silence, 
Swellow broke down. His body wracked with violent sobs as the loss 
sank in. The thought of Wurmple really being gone was more than 
he could bear. After all they'd been through together, all the 
hardships they'd faced, all the adventures they'd had, all the happy 
evenings they'd spent at Krabby's beach... he'd let her down when 
she needed him the most. 


"I'm the w-worst... team |-leader in the w-world," he muttered 
between sobs. "I'm so... so sorry, Wurmple..." 


Swellow held her close with his wings, weeping over her as his heart 
sank into a pool of despair that he thought he'd drown in. He wished 
they'd never gone on this stupid mission. He wished he'd turned it 
down and faced whatever punishment they had coming. He wished 
he'd disbanded the team and gone off with Wurmple to live a 
peaceful life together as shopkeepers or travelers or something. 
Who cares if the mission failed? Who cares if they were punished? 
He'd just lost his best friend. Nothing was worth that. Nothing. 
Nothing. Nothing. 


A faint breeze suddenly whistled oddly through the trees and blew 
across the side of Swellow's face from the east. He opened his 
misty, reddened eyes and slowly looked in that direction. At first, the 
area looked normal... but something about the landscape seemed 


slightly... off. He squinted and looked harder, wiping some of the 
wetness from his eyes. 


There was a dip in the land. A river ran at the bottom, rushing under 
a field of snow. The river led to a grove of pines, whose limbs hung 
heavy with white. The strange whistling of the wind came from the 
tightly packed tree branches around that room of the dungeon. He 
couldn't even see inside; the grove was so thick that even the wind 
struggled to escape it. 


That meant it was shelter. 


Swellow's eyes widened as the realization hit him. That grove was 
close. Very, very close. He couldn't walk while carrying Wurmple in 
his talon, but wouldn't need to fly her far. He was torn. He'd failed the 
first time, and it looked like he was already too late... or was he just 
being too quick to give up? Were things really hopeless, or was he 
just letting his grief get the better of him now that Wurmple wasn't 
able to encourage him like she always did? 


As his rising feelings of hope battled the despair within his heart, 
Swellow realized that if he didn't try, he really would be letting 
Wurmple down. He had to be strong for her now, more than ever. 
The two had told each other the same thing right from minute one: 
Don't give up. 


Swellow hopped over to her and picked her up in his talon. She 
didn't move or stir as he did so, but he put that out of his mind as he 
gazed down at her. 

"Wurmple," he said, his voice still trembling a little but growing 
stronger. "If you're still there-if any part of you is still alive-then don't 
give up on me. | can do this. | Know | can... because you're with me." 
Swellow steeled his nerve and spread his wings. 


And if | can't, he thought, then at least we'll have no regrets. 


Swellow slowly breathed in and out. The cold air still stung his chest 
and lungs, but this time, he let the pain invigorate him. This would be 
the hardest and most important thing he'd ever done in his life. He 
had to give it his all. If any part of him doubted or lost heart, he'd 
collapse again, and they'd freeze together in the night, never to be 
seen again. He wasn't going to let that happen without a fight. 


Pushing all fears and uncertainties from his mind, Swellow flapped 
his wings and took off. Immediately he felt the earth tugging on him, 
trying to pull him back down into failure and sorrow. He fought 
against it with everything he had, flapping harder than he ever had 
before. Clouds of frozen breath were visibly belted out of his mouth 
as he battled against the cold, his own limits, and nature itself. He 
wasn't built to be able to do this. But he didn't care. Wurmple was 
counting on him. 


Slowly he gained distance from the frozen ground. A foot... two 
feet... three feet... he felt the exhaustion setting in. It was agonizing. 
Every part of his body ached and burned. His heart was beating out 
of his chest. Each and every movement of his wings sent a throbbing 
spasm of pain through his sides. But he forced himself to keep 
going, no matter how much it hurt. He could feel the shape of the 
wind; if he could just get a little higher, he could bend it to his will and 
ride it to the grove. 


The air was still and offered him no help. Not even the slightest 
breeze aided him on his way up. He began to cry out in pain 
between breaths as his joints tightened and nearly seized up, his 
whole body being exerted to its very limits. Feathers fell from his 
wings down into the snow as his wingtips nearly met with each 
furious flap against the motionless atmosphere. Four feet... five 
feet... Six feet... 


No good. A vicious bolt of pain shot through his wings and straight 
into his core and he shrieked in agony, nearly plummeting back 
down right then and there. He wasn't going to make it. He was 
pushing himself way past his usual limits, but even that could only go 


so far. He couldn't get high enough to stay in the air and fly forward. 
Any minute now, and he was going to fall... 


Wait! He looked up and saw a low-hanging branch in the tree right 
next to him. It was only another two feet up. If he could land on that, 
not only could he rest, but he'd be able to dive off of it for a proper 
takeoff. The solution was right there. All he had to do was reach it! 
But two feet away might as well have been two miles away. He 
began to draw up on his very last reserves of strength, pouring 
everything he had into the last few wingbeats he needed to reach the 
branch. 


Seven feet. 


Swellow felt like his heart was going to explode. The strain was 
tearing him apart. He was searching his entire being for any more 
spare strength he could bring out, but he was grasping at nothing. 
He was completely empty. Any second now and his face would slam 
into the ice, taking Wurmple down with him, and it would all be over. 


And then, suddenly, he heard a faint voice in his head. 


"|... !won't leave you," Wurmple said at length, her voice 
trembling. "| don't want anything to happen to you either. You're 
m-my best friend ever... and | can help. You need me. We need 
each other." 


" But aren't you scared? This outlaw is a Swellow too, but he's 
vicious and evil. What if he tries to..." 


"1! don't care. I'm with you to the end. You can't handle all those 
Ice Pokémon without me, and | can't handle Red Talon without 
you. | don't care if he tries... if he tries to eat me. I'll never leave 
you. We're in this together." 


And then, Swellow's eyes became like steel. He reached inside 
himself for strength once more. And this time, he found it. 


His entire being railed against defeat and poured one last surge of 
energy into his wings as he heaved them into a mighty flap. 


Eight feet. 
" AAAAAAAAAGHHH!" 


Swellow screamed as the last burst of strength was drained and pain 
flooded every inch of his nervous system. But he thrust out his free 
talon and just barely grabbed on to the branch at the last second, 
landing heavily on it as it wobbled and swayed in the air several 
times before finally coming to a stop. 


Swellow groaned loudly and inhaled desperately, trying to take in air 
as his whole body shook and trembled in agony. His throat burned 
and he ended up hacking, wheezing and coughing violently, which 
only caused the pain in his muscles to flare up more. He couldn't 
even begin to control it and just had to endure it until it finally 
stopped. 


When he at last regained some miniscule control over his own 
breathing, he took in air with slow, shaky gasps, shutting his eyes 
tightly as his wing muscles stung and throbbed horribly for several 
minutes. He could barely even raise his right talon to set Wurmple on 
the branch next to him so he wasn't half-dangling over the side. 


He knew he was going to be sore for a long, /ong time, especially in 
this cold. He might be stiff for days, if not weeks. His chest burned so 
much he wished he didn't have to breathe anymore, but he needed 
to catch his breath so badly that he couldn't even do it slowly. He 
was a little surprised he hadn't already passed out entirely; he 
supposed he had his adrenaline to thank for that, though he knew he 
was going to need sleep very soon. Food, too. And maybe an Oran 
Berry to dull the pain. 


But even now, he knew he couldn't stop just yet. The hard part was 
over, but he still needed to fly over to the grove. It wasn't far, but if he 
made even one stupid mistake or took off before he was ready and 


lost his strength mid-flight, they'd be right back where they started: 
Grounded and doomed. But he also knew that he might not have 
much time. Every second he rested was another second Wurmple 
was out in the cold. And he didn't even know how much time she 
had left... if any at all. 


Swellow could only afford to rest for as long as it took to regain 
enough strength to fly to the grove. Any more than that would be a 
risk he couldn't afford to take. He tried to steady his breathing, gently 
stretching his wings to get the blood pumping back into them. He 
gazed up at the starry sky; he could faintly see the full moon 
shimmering down through the snowy veil of mist, the rays gently 
glistening between the trees. If it wasn't so cold and unforgiving, this 
place would be truly beautiful. 


Eventually, his breathing grew stable, and while his body still ached 
and stung, it wasn't wracked with the burning, unbearable pain from 
before. His limbs felt numb; he moved them experimentally one at a 
time to make sure they were all functional. They all worked, although 
he felt a dull ache every time he did. He sighed. He was pretty sure 
he could make it, but it was going to hurt again. A lot. 


He looked down at Wurmple. Her eyes were still closed; he hoped 
she was just sleeping. He couldn't tell if she was breathing or not, 
probably because he was so tired he could barely think straight. She 
still felt cold, but he was sure that was just because of how cold the 
temperature around them was. At least, he hoped so. 


He decided he couldn't afford to wait another moment up there in the 
tree. There was still no breeze, but he had to go for it. He spread his 
aching, throbbing wings once again, took another deep breath, and 
dove off the branch. The pain was already starting to flare up in his 
chest and limbs, as if in anticipation of what was about to happen. 


Swellow was able to keep his wings open and glide for a few 
seconds before he began to sink back toward the ground. He had to 
quickly flap several times to stay airborne, the full pain rapidly 
returning to them as he did so. He grunted and growled loudly, his 


face contorted in a sharp grimace as he forced himself to keep 
going. 


It was such a short flight, but flying even a short distance while 
carrying someone else and while already tired and in pain was 
grueling. He almost smacked into a branch as he flew through the 
trees because moving higher or lower of his own accord was so 
painful and difficult. Tufts of his own frozen breath in the air flew back 
and stung his eyes as he weaved carefully between the pines. 


His energy ran out of him like water running through the icy rivers 
below. His altitude was getting lower, and lower, and lower. But 
finally, with a shuddering sigh of desperate relief, he saw that he was 
close enough to the grove. He stopped flapping his wings and slowly 
descended. 


The landing was not a skillful one. With only one free talon and being 
tired beyond words, he just fell right down on his belly and flopped 
onto the snow just outside the grove with a dull thud. He almost 
wanted to just lay there for the rest of the night, but the ground was 
too cold and he needed to get Wurmple into the warmth right away. 
And so, reluctantly, he picked himself back up and slowly hopped on 
one talon for the last few feet, pain throbbing in his leg each time he 
did. 


When he finally reached the grove, he ducked his head and wriggled 
under the weighted branches, stepping onto a soft bed of fallen pine 
needles. The river he'd seen earlier ran free here, save a section in 
the middle, which froze around the broken branches of a toppled 
pine, creating a snow-covered bridge. 


But the important thing was, it was warm inside. 


Swellow hopped deeper in, swelling with joy and relief. At last, a 
moment of peace. This "room" of the dungeon was currently empty; 
no other Pokémon, and no items. Which was fine with him. He went 
over to one of the larger trees and gingerly set Wurmple down at the 
base of it. He wanted to be satisfied that he'd done everything 


possible for her, though, so he plucked a bit of his spare feathery 
down and laid it on top of her to keep her even warmer, just in case. 
It meant he'd be slightly colder, but he didn't care. Most of it would 
grow back before tomorrow anyway, and he wasn't going outside the 
grove again tonight. 


"Please be okay," he whispered in her ear, nuzzling her gently. 


Just as Swellow was about to lie down and wrap his wings around 
her, he stopped. He felt like something wasn't quite right. Had he 
done everything needed? He looked around the grove, thinking to 
himself. 


And then it hit him. Wild Pokémon could still get in here. If they fell 
asleep now, they might get ambushed in the night. He needed to 
think of a way to prevent that. He glanced around again. Thankfully, 
it looked like the only entrance to the grotto was that one small 
"hallway" he'd entered through. And then, suddenly, a brilliant idea 
struck him. 


Swellow stood guard at the entrance, waiting for a wild Pokémon to 
approach. It took a while, and he was very tired, but he remained 
patient and kept watch, forcing his eyes to stay open. He knew at 
least one would find the entrance eventually, and he only needed 
one. 


At last, he spotted a large Piloswine walking around just outside. 
Perfect, he thought. 


"Hey! Pig face!" Swellow shouted at it. 


The Piloswine turned toward him, snarling. Swellow smiled and 
continued to goad it. 


"This is my turf now! You want a fight, come get it!" 


Roaring in pure rage, the mammoth charged at the entrance to the 
grove, its speed boosted by the snow. Swellow reached into his bag. 


"That's it," he murmured. "Just a little closer." 


Then, as Piloswine entered the narrow hallway and got right up to 
the entrance of the grove, Swellow hurled a Stun Seed right into his 
face. The wild Pokémon froze, its joints locking in place. It sat there 
unmoving, its large body completely blocking off the one and only 
path inside. Swellow grinned, pleased with himself. The Piloswine 
would remain stunned until something hurt it, and since there was no 
hail and wild Pokémon generally didn't attack each other (and no 
wild Pokemon was stupid enough to attack a Piloswine unprovoked), 
that wasn't going to happen any time soon. And nothing was gonna 
push its way past Piloswine; there was no way anything could get 
inside now. 


Swellow glanced into his bag. He had two Stun Seeds left, and one 
more Foe Hold Orb. Tomorrow, he could knock out the Piloswine to 
get back outside, and he could use Whirlwind to blow another 
Pokémon down this hall and use another Stun Seed to block it off 
again if needed. If Wurmple needed more time to recover from 
whatever had happened to her, he could go out to look for food and 
still Keep her safe for a long time. 


Finally satisfied that they were safe, Swellow wearily stumbled over 
toward Wurmple and lied down next to her, putting his wings around 
her and holding her close. He let out a long sigh of exhaustion and 
shut his eyes. He only had a brief moment to reflect on the events of 
this harrowing day before sleep overtook him. 


Helpless 


(Blizzard Island 4F) 


Swellow groaned as he awakened. As expected, he was very sore 
from the events of the previous day. He blinked several times to try 
and clear the morning haze from his eyes, slowly stretching out his 
aching wings. The lighting was very dim; what little sunlight made it 
through the snowstorm outside was swallowed up by the tight cluster 
of trees in the grove, with only a few small rays slipping in between 
the branches and painting the pine needles green. 


There was a crick in Swellow's neck that was very annoying, aS was 
the stiffness in every single one of his joints every time he dared 
move a muscle. Despite this, he leaned down to nuzzle Wurmple, 
intending to check on her and see if she was getting any better 
today. 


But when he did, it didn't feel like Wurmple. It felt like a rock. Swellow 
blinked several times and looked down, his vision finally clearing. He 
saw around, grey shell-like object sitting on the ground where 
Wurmple had been. 


"What the?!" he yelled, jumping back. 


The shell didn't move or seem to react in any way to his surprised 
outburst. He slowly stepped forward and examined it more closely. It 
looked incredibly smooth, and what he'd thought was a dull grey 
color was actually a silky whitish-silver sheen. He nudged it with his 
beak a little. It didn't budge, although it didn't feel incredibly heavy. 
But the oddest thing was, it felt warm. 


Swellow tried to take in its scent. Bird Pokémon didn't have the best 
sense of smell, so he had to get right next to it. When he did, his 
eyes widened in shock. 


It smelled like Wurmple. 


And then it hit him. This wasn't just some shell. It was a cocoon. It 
was Wurmple's cocoon. She had evolved! She hadn't been tired or 
sick the other day; her body had needed rest to prepare for this! 


Swellow laughed in joy and relief, hugging the cocoon tightly. He'd 
never been happier than he was in that very moment. Wurmple had 
finally evolved. And she was okay. She was okay! Everything was 
going to be okay. He suddenly no longer felt the aches and pains 
from before; he was too ecstatic to care about any of that. His 
partner was going to be okay. That was all that mattered. 


"I'm so glad you're safe, Wurmple,” he said. 


But there was no response. Swellow remembered that when Bug 
Pokémon were in the cocoon phase of evolution, most of them 
couldn't even move, let alone talk. He tried to recall what little 
knowledge he had about Bug evolutions to figure out what she was 
right now. He remembered that her species had two different 
evolution lines: Silcoon and Cascoon. Cascoon generally had spikes 
on their shell while Silcoon didn't, which meant she was a Silcoon. 
And that meant when she finally finished evolving, she'd become a 
Beautifly. 


Swellow thought that was fitting for her. Beautifly were delicate 
creatures, but their Silver Wind move was among the strongest 
attacks known to Pokémon. Wurmple had always been a timid soul, 
but deep down, she was always stronger than she knew. 


"I'm so happy for you," Swellow told her softly. 


He had no idea if she could even hear him in there. For all he knew, 
her mind and body were completely asleep. But he spoke to her 
anyway, gently caressing his wing along her soft sheen. 


"| can't wait to see you when you finish evolving. | know you've 
always wanted this. | bet you'll look amazing. Ha, wait 'till the guild 


sees you after we're done! | bet none of them expected that to 
happen while we were gone. You and Ledyba will have a lot to talk 
about now, huh?" 


Swellow continued to talk to her for a while in the soft stillness of the 
grove. He knew she would be thrilled when she finally woke up as a 
Beautifly. He only regretted that this had happened now. Even if the 
grove was warm and protected, this was still Blizzard Island. He 
didn't know why she had evolved here instead of at the Luminous 
Spring; he figured it was either because cocoon Pokémon evolved 
differently than other Pokémon, or because the Time Gear 
catastrophe had messed everything up so badly that it had delayed 
her evolution, or maybe it was a mixture of both. 


Either way, he wasn't sure what to do now. He had no idea how long 
it was going to take for her to become a Beautifly. Maybe hours, 
maybe days... he'd never bothered to learn how long the cocoon 
process took, and he very much regretted it now. Although it might 
not even matter; if the Time Gear crisis had messed up her first 
evolution, it might have affected her second one too. There was 
simply no way to know. 


They had no Escape Orbs, and he couldn't leave her behind to look 
for the exit, so they were stranded here until she finished evolving. 
His first thought was to simply wait here in the grove with her, but the 
problem with that was hunger. They were already low on food with 
only three apples left, and they only had five Reviver Seeds. They 
were in big trouble if they ran out. Swellow knew he'd have to go out 
and forage for food soon. 


Swellow glanced at the entrance to the grove. Piloswine was still 
there, stunned and blocking the path. He'd have to knock out the 
Piloswine just to get back outside, and then he'd have to wait for 
another Pokemon to come along so he could stun it and seal the 
entry back up while he was gone. Then he'd have to beat that one to 
get back in again. He sighed. This was going to be a difficult 
process, and he had no idea how much food-if any-was even out 
there. But he had to try. 


Swellow leaned down and gently nuzzled the cocoon containing his 
dear partner. 


"I'll be back soon, Wurmple," he said quietly. "Actually, | guess | 
should be calling you Silcoon now... but you'll always be Wurmple to 
me." 


As expected, there was no response. Swellow grabbed his item bag 
and went over to the Piloswine, sighing as he tried to think of the 
best way to do this. Snowy weather boosted the speed of Ice 
Pokémon, and Piloswine could take him out in one or two super- 
effective hits. He looked through his items, trying to figure out how to 
beat it quickly. 


He had five All-Mach Orbs; he figured he could at least use that to 
even the odds a little. He hated wasting one on a single target, but 
fighting the Piloswine while it was faster was too risky. He also took 
out a Blast Seed and backed up a few feet from his enemy; every bit 
of extra damage counted. He figured that was enough. 


Swellow activated the orb, feeling a rush of energy as his speed was 
boosted. He then hurled the Blast Seed at Piloswine. It burst into a 
massive ball of flames, doing significant damage. The mammoth 
roared in pain and rage as its body snapped out of the stun, and it 
immediately charged at Swellow. But their speed was equalized now, 
and Swellow nailed it with Quick Attack as it approached and then 
Aerial Ace when it reached him. The combined damage was enough 
to take it out. It hit the ground with a dull thud, the entrance to the 
grove now uncovered. 


Taking a breath, Swellow glanced outside. He couldn't see any other 
Pokémon, but he needed to hurry and get out of there before 
another Pokemon showed up and blocked his path. He took one last 
glance back at his partner, hoping she would be warm enough inside 
her cocoon. He then hopped out between the branches and into the 
blistering cold of the outside. 


Swellow blinked and squinted his eyes; the morning sunlight 
reflected off the ice and snow, its brightness a sharp contrast to the 
warm darkness of the grove. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust 
to the change in lighting, but the cold was something his body 
couldn't adjust to no matter how much time he had. 


Now came the waiting. Swellow had to sit outside the entrance and 
watch for another Pokémon to arrive and take Piloswine's place. Not 
only was it cold and painful, but he was getting hungrier and hungrier 
with each passing minute. He sighed, wondering why wild Pokemon 
were always around when you didn't want them and never around 
when you did. 


It took so long that Swellow was worried he'd already have to waste 
one of the three apples. But finally, a Smoochum strolled up toward 
the grove, immediately running at Swellow the moment it saw him. 
Perfect, he thought. /t's much weaker than Piloswine, so | can get 
back in easier. 


Swellow began circling around the enemy as it approached, 
maneuvering himself so the Smoochum was between him and the 
grove entrance. He then used Whirlwind, sending the round purple 
Pokémon flying down the narrow hall of trees. Then, before it could 
step inside the grove, he hurled a Stun Seed at it. The Smoochum 
froze as the item struck it, blocking off the narrow entryway again. 


Now Wurmple would be safe while he was gone. The only question 
was, would he be safe while he was gone? 


"Well, here we go,” Swellow muttered. 


And with that, the lone explorer set off into the icy forest to look for 
food. He hopped along the ground, carving a line across the snowy 
mounds as he searched each room. With every step, the snow 
tugged at his talons, giving his legs a sickly bloom of pain. The 
blizzard brought with it both the memory of pain from yesterday and 
an all new pain today. 


But even as Swellow's joints nearly froze, his heart glowed warmly in 
his chest. His partner was alive, and she was depending on him. 
He'd proven himself strong enough to carry her to safety, and now he 
would find food, no matter what. He'd make sure they both survived 
until she finally evolved, and then they'd fly right out of this accursed 
dungeon together. 


Swellow took each and every step slowly and cautiously. Getting 
ambushed by the wrong Pokémon now would mean losing a Reviver 
Seed, and that was something he couldn't afford. He began checking 
each room meticulously for food items. The snow-laden trees cast 
bolts of shadow over the blinding white snow; maybe an apple or two 
had fallen from the branches and was hidden in the shade. 


No such luck. He found a Cheri Berry in the first room at least-it 
wouldn't be enough to really sate his hunger, but it would help keep 
him going a little longer while he scavenged for real food. He quickly 
ate it and turned down the next hallway. A Sneasel got in his way, 
but even with its boosted speed, it wasn't smart enough to avoid 
being taken out in one blow from Steel Wing as it approached. 
Swellow merely stepped backwards and allowed it to cover the 
distance between them, then knocked it out before it could attack. 


The next room had some dropped Poke' money and a TM. Swellow 
ignored both; his moves were fine, and he couldn't eat money. He 
felt the hunger pangs in his stomach growing stronger with each 
empty room; he was trying to hold out as long as he could without 
eating one of the apples, but it was getting harder and harder by the 
second. This floor was one of the larger, more maze-like floors with 
dozens and dozens of rooms and hallways, and while that meant 
there were more places to look for food, it also meant it would take a 
lot longer to do so. 


Oh, how he wished he'd brought a Sunny Orb before leaving. He'd 
figured at the time that it wouldn't be useful since it only worked for 
one floor; if only he'd known he'd be spending the entirety of his time 
on this one. Another rush of cold wind snapped him out of his 


thoughts. He decided to stop wishing for things. He couldn't eat 
wishes either. 


Eventually, he arrived in a larger clearing and looked around. There 
were no Pokémon, thankfully. He hopped along under the shadows 
of the trees, searching for items hidden in the darkness or half-buried 
in the slush. A clump of snow fell from one of the branches and 
landed on his back, and he shook himself off angrily. 


But that anger soon faded when he saw something round and purple 
sticking out from the grey slush under the tree. He dug it out with his 
talons, and he saw that it was Grimy Food. 


Swellow hesitated. It was food, and it would fill his belly a decent 
amount... but Grimy Food usually inflicted a random status effect on 
the user, and it was never good. But he remembered that he had 
some Heal Seeds in his bag, so at least this thing wouldn't be able to 
give him poison and essentially doom him into losing a Reviver 
Seed. 


Or would it? He stopped right as he was about to put it in the bag. 
Stun was one of the possible effects. If he got that, he wouldn't be 
able to use a Heal Seed, and he'd be completely helpless if a group 
of strong Wild Pokémon wandered in. He'd be almost guaranteed to 
lose a Reviver Seed. It was a massive risk. Normally, explorers 
waited until they reached the stairs to eat Grimy Food so they could 
heal the status effect immediately. But he couldn't leave Wurmple 
behind on this floor. 


Eventually, Swellow decided to just hang onto it for now. He could 
eat it when he got back to the grove. At least that way, if he got 
stunned, he'd be with Wurmple in a safe place. As he put the Grimy 
Food in the bag, he felt another sharp pang of hunger; he was 
completely famished. He groaned, pulling out one of the apples from 
his bag. At least he'd found a semi-replacement for it first. He 
reluctantly ate the apple, feeling contented as his hunger died down. 


Suddenly, Swellow saw a shadow race past in the corner of his eye. 
He jumped in surprise and looked around, but it was gone. It had 
looked fairly large, like... a Pokémon? It had seemed to be going 
between the trees... but that was impossible. No Pokémon was 
small enough to fit between those tree clusters. It must've been a 
trick of the light; the harsh winds were blowing the branches back 
and forth, their shadows sweeping back and forth along the ground. 
That must've been what he'd seen. 


Shaking his head, Swellow continued down the next hallway before 
he started getting hungry again. He pushed his way through low- 
hanging branches and half-frozen thistles, the icy foliage scratching 
his skin and sticking to his feathers irritatingly. He really hated 
everything about this place. He badly missed Treasure Town. This 
was the longest amount of time he'd ever spent in a dungeon, and it 
was Starting to feel like he'd been here forever. 


Swellow hopped over to a small stream and took a few careful licks 
of the freezing water. It hurt his tongue and was a painfully slow 
process, but at least he wouldn't have to worry about finding 
anything to drink. At least, not unless it got any colder and 
completely froze the water. He looked up at the sky. The sun shone 
weakly through the clouds and snow, and he could just make it out in 
the middle of the sky. It was afternoon now. He hoped to find more 
food before nightfall; once darkness fell, it might just get cold enough 
to turn the rivers to ice. 


Continuing the long trek through the forest, Swellow travelled down 
another pair of hallways and eventually reached a room. He saw the 
stairs inside, but that didn't matter right now. He needed to find food 
on this floor. The room looked to be mostly empty, but he saw 
something sticking out from the snow. He quickly hopped over and 
dug it up. It looked brown and prickly, and when he finished pulling it 
up from the mound, he saw that it was just a pinecone. He grumbled 
in annoyance. 


A Marill bounced its way into the room from the adjacent hallway, 
and Swellow sighed. He began moving towards it to attack, 


Zigzagging to avoid any potential ranged attacks like Bubble. 


Suddenly, a large shadow burst out from the trees, slamming into the 
Marill. It shrieked in fear as the figure dragged it through the snow 
and into a group of pines. They both vanished right through them as 
quickly as they had appeared. 


Swellow had barely even had time to be scared out of his wits. The 
shadow had moved so fast he couldn't even see what it was. And it 
had moved right through the trees like a phantom. 


No, he thought with a newfound sense of dread. Like a ghost. 


His entire body began to shiver, not in cold, but in fear. Ghost 
Pokémon were the only type he knew who could move through solid 
objects like that. And he knew there was only one Ghost Pokémon 
on Blizzard Island. The ruler of the island herself. Could it really be 
Froslass? All he knew of the ghostly mistress of the island were the 
rumors that she patrolled the forest by moonlight, searching for 
Pokémon to freeze into ice sculptures for her collection. 


Swellow fearfully looked up at the sky. The sun was shrinking down 
lower and lower. The moon hadn't risen yet, but maybe Froslass had 
decided to patrol a little early. Either way, Swellow felt sorry for that 
Marill. But his sympathy was eclipsed by utter terror at the thought of 
it happening to him next. He could only hope Froslass was satisfied 
with one Pokémon for now, but either way, now that he knew she 
was around, he knew he needed to hurry. 


Swellow moved more quickly through the halls now, though each 
step was cautious and fearful. The idea of running into Froslass now 
was his worst nightmare. Maybe Team Raider or the Temporal 
Saviors could handle her, but not a lone hungry Flying Pokémon like 
him. Not a chance. If she found him, he'd end up a frozen statue at 
the bottom of Crevice Cave. 


He tried to keep his spirits up, but fear was seeping its way into his 
heart like the cold was into his feathers. He'd never been in a 


situation like this. He'd been the leader of their two-Pokémon team 
for a long time, but nothing he'd ever done could prepare him for 
being stranded in a frozen forest alone searching desperately for 
food while a monstrous Ghost Pokémon was possibly patrolling the 
floor. How had things gone this badly? 


It was at times like this that Wurmple would be there to cheer him up 
and give him the encouragement he needed to keep going. But he 
was all alone now. He'd never been on a mission alone before, let 
alone a mission like this. This was the time when he needed her the 
most. 


But she needs you too, his mind told him. 


Swellow stopped. It was true: Wurmple needed him to be strong for 
her right now. He had to protect her from the dangers of this forest. 
She'd never needed him more than she needed him now. He 
realized that he was her only hope. And he had to do whatever it 
took to make sure she evolved safely. He wasn't ready for this task, 
but he had to do it anyway. Today, he had to be stronger than he'd 
ever been before. If he was found by Froslass, he was sure he'd lose 
in a battle with her, but he would fight to the bitter end for Wurmple's 
sake. 


Doing his best to steel his resolve, Swellow pressed on toward the 
last few rooms. The warmth in his heart was like a candle flame 
being blown by harsh winds from every direction; it was small, but it 
hadn't been put out yet. He travelled the next corridor, Keeping his 
memories of happier times with Wurmple in his mind to give him 
strength. 


Along the way, Swellow had to fight through a Castform and a 
Piloswine. He took a hefty amount of damage and his moves were 
running low on Power Points, so he drank down a Max Elixir and ate 
an Oran Berry. Now he only had one berry and two elixirs left. It was 
hard to keep his resolve alive when he was low on everything in 
terms of supplies, but he put it out of his mind as best he could. 


Finally, he reached another clearing to search. He sighed, seeing 
that this one was completely barren of items. He was about to turn 
down another corridor, when he noticed something... odd. There 
was a large patch on the ground where the snow looked to have 
been scattered aside. It led to an earthen overhang with nothing but 
soil underneath. 


Swellow approached it curiously. There were a few cracks in the 
earth in the shape of claw marks, and even more oddly, clumps of 
loose dirt lying nearby. It looked as if the dirt had been intentionally 
scratched aside and then hastily smashed back into place. Hada 
wild Pokemon buried something here? Swellow hesitated for a 
moment, then scratched some of the dirt away with his talon. He 
didn't know if food could be buried here, but he needed to find out. 


As soon as the soil parted, a strange smell rose out of it. Swellow 
knew it must've been fairly strong for him to be able to smell it, but 
he couldn't quite make out what it was. He dug all the way through 
and eventually uncovered something blue and round. For some 
reason, that sense of dread began creeping back up his spine again, 
but he dug the rest of it out. 


It was the Marill from earlier. 


Swellow gasped and flinched back in shock. The wild Pokémon was 
lying in the dirt, unmoving. It had apparently been buried there right 
after it was taken. But why? He doubted Froslass needed to bury the 
Pokémon she was going to freeze. He stared at the Marill in utter 
fear and confusion for a few moments. 


"Trying to steal my food, eh? Not the wisest move you could've 
made." 


Swellow jumped when he heard the voice. It was low, guttural, and 
eerily calm. It was also right above him. He timidly raised his head 
and looked up. 


Another Swellow like him was perched on top of a tree branch a few 
feet up. But this one's chest feathers were parted by a long scar 
running from his left wing to his right talon, the claws of which were 
red, quite long, and sharp with a few notches near the tips, as if 
they'd been used a lot. He wore a tattered black-and-white striped 
scarf around his neck that fluttered lightly in the stiff breeze. His eyes 
were a Striking shade of scarlet just like his chest plumage. But the 
most noticeable difference was that instead of dark blue, most of his 
feathers were greyish-white, as though he'd been here a long time 
and they had adapted to the color of the snow. 


"That's a nice Explorer Badge you've got there," said Red Talon. "So, 
now that you've found me, young explorer... what are you planning 
on doing next?" 


Afraid 


(Blizzard Island 4F) 


Swellow stood face-to-face with Red Talon, the outlaw he and 
Wurmple had set out to track. And while he would normally be 
thrilled to find their target, here and now, there was no Pokémon he 
had wanted to find less. The wind had stopped, and all was silent, 
save for the two Bird Pokémon. Red Talon sneered down at Swellow, 
a look of amusement and complete confidence in his eyes. 


"| must say, you're the sorriest looking explorer they've sent yet,” 
said the outlaw. "And you're alone, too. What's the matter? Took a 
wrong turn down a hallway and lost your teammates? Well, don't 
worry. After | bury you, I'll find them and take care of them next." 


It took all of Swellow's willpower not to shiver. He did his best not to 
look as terrified as he was. He cleared his throat, hoping he could 
keep his voice steady and sound confident. 


"I'm not here to fight you, Red Talon. I've been sent on a different 
mission, and if you'll allow me to return to it, you won't see me here 
again." 


Red Talon let out a harsh laugh. "Ha! You mean you know you can't 
win on your own, so you want to go back and find your teammates to 
help you first. Sorry, | haven't survived out here this long by being 
stupid. Your exploring days are coming to an end." 


With that, Red Talon extended his wings and talons, and Swellow did 
the same, realizing he had no choice but to prepare for battle. He 
had no idea what this outlaw was capable of, and he wasn't exactly 
confident. He'd honestly hoped to avoid Red Talon entirely and just 
get Wurmple out of the dungeon safely. But fate was rarely so kind, 
and now Swellow prepared for the fight of his life. 


Red Talon dove off the branch. But instead of flying right at Swellow, 
he turned... and vanished into the trees. 


Swellow jolted in surprise, looking around. The outlaw had simply 
gone right through the solid bark of the pines and disappeared from 
sight. Swellow quickly turned and searched in every direction, but he 
couldn't spot his enemy anywhere. 


Suddenly, a greyish white blur flew out from a large boulder nearby 
and slammed into Swellow, knocking the wind out of him. Then, as 
quickly as it had appeared, it vanished back into the solid rock wall. 
Swellow leapt away from the rock, his wing throbbing in pain from 
where he'd been hit. He was sure that had been Red Talon, and he'd 
been attacked at a distance with what looked like Quick Attack. And 
it had hurt. This Red Talon was clearly very strong... but had he 
really attacked from inside the wall? 


Swellow suddenly heard the outlaw's harsh laughter. It seemed to 
echo through the trees, filling the area from every direction. 


"| always love seeing the look on explorers' faces when | do that. So, 
what will you do now? Fight, run, hide... nothing will save you from 
me." 


At that moment, Swellow was struck from behind by the same attack 
as before. He whipped around to try and counter attack, but the 
greyish white blur had already disappeared back into another tree. 


Beginning to panic, Swellow racked his brain to try and figure out 
what was happening. Somehow, Red Talon was able to move 
through solid objects and was using Quick Attack to hit him through 
walls from a distance. But how? There was no way for a non-Ghost 
Pokémon to move through walls, unless... 


Swellow's eyes widened. His scarf, he thought, fear running down 
his spine like falling snow. That black-and-white scarf around his 
neck... it's a Mobile Scarf! 


It was then that Swellow realized he was in deep trouble. Mobile 
Scarves were some of the rarest and most valuable held items out 
there. They allowed their wearer to traverse through any terrain, 
whether it was water, lava... or even solid walls. It hadn't been 
Froslass or some other Ghost who flew out of the trees and spirited 
away that Marill. It had been Red Talon, moving through the walls 
with his scarf to hunt his prey Pokémon more easily. 


Swellow had no idea what to do now. He had no way of attacking 
Red Talon inside the walls, and the outlaw's attacks were 
devastating. Just two Quick Attacks had already put him on the 
verge of fainting. He needed to think of a strategy fast, or this fight 
was already over. He quickly looked around the room before Red 
Talon launched his next attack. It was a fairly small clearing, but 
there was still room to maneuver around the center. 


And then the lone explorer got his best idea of the entire day. He 
quickly stepped away from the wall and moved right towards the 
center of the room. Now, he was far enough away from all four walls 
that Red Talon couldn't hit him with a Quick Attack from inside them. 
He caught his breath for a moment before laughing. 


"There! Now you'll have to come out and fight fair!" He yelled. 
The harsh laughter rang out again. 
"Oh, will | now?" 


Before Swellow could even wonder what he meant, he heard a 
strange whirr from inside the tree hollow on his right. The wind 
stirred up around its base and scattered some of the snow nearby 
into the air. Then, moving almost faster than the eye could perceive, 
the grey blur appeared again. But this time, he hadn't even used 
Quick Attack yet; Red Talon was moving that fast on his own. 


As soon as the outlaw was in range, he used Quick Attack before 
Swellow could even react. The third hit slammed him hard against 


the dirt, and he was forced to use a Reviver Seed. Swellow groaned 
in pain and staggered to his feet while Red Talon chuckled. 


"You explorers are all the same. So confident, until | bring your whole 
world crashing down around you." 


It only took Swellow a moment to realize what had happened. Red 
Talon must've boosted his speed with Agility while he was still inside 
the walls. He glumly realized that was what Red Talon had meant 
when he said he couldn't fight or run. Even if he fled down the hall, 
the outlaw could boost his speed and chase him through the walls 
anywhere in the dungeon. To make matters worse, the Swellow 
species needed to be a very, very high level to know Agility. 


However, at the very least, Red Talon hadn't moved fast enough to 
get back into the wall after his last move, so Swellow had one good 
chance to attack. But instead of trying to get a hit in with Quick 
Attack-which wouldn't do enough to really make a difference-he 
instead reached into his bag and hurled a Stun Seed at him, still 
hoping to avoid the fight entirely. However, the outlaw expertly 
dodged to the side as the seed flew past him, grinning wickedly. 


Red Talon then spread his wings, and an eerie green aura of light 
suddenly appeared around him. He then stepped right in front of 
Swellow without fear. 


"What now, young explorer?" Red Talon sneered again. 


Swellow felt unnerved by the green aura. He knew it had to be some 
kind of trap, but he had no idea what it could be, so he decided to 
take his chance to attack while he still had it. He reached into his bag 
and used an All-Mach Orb, boosting his speed to match Red Talon's. 
He then used Aerial Ace. Swellow dove forward and slashed the 
outlaw across the chest with his talon. 


However, the green aura began glowing brightly, and before Swellow 
could react, he was suddenly blasted by a pulse of energy. It hit him 
with a force equal to his own attack, dazing him slightly. He'd been 


caught off guard yet again, but his heart sank down into his stomach 
when he realized what this green aura actually was. Red Talon had 
used Mirror Move. 


It was one of the most exceptional and devastating moves any 
Pokémon could learn. Only the strongest of bird Pokémon could 
usually learn the technique. It reflected the force of any attack back 
at your opponent, and the aura lasted quite a while. Even the 
strongest Exploration Teams knew to fear that move. And Swellow 
feared it very much. 


Red Talon raised his wings and flapped once, rising off the ground. 
He extended his namesakes and pointed his beak forward, lunging 
right at Swellow at an even greater speed than Quick Attack. He 
rammed right into Swellow, and the explorer felt like he'd been hit 
with the full force of an avalanche. Sharp beak and claws raked his 
body, and he was pelted back several feet, slamming into a wall. He 
was out cold immediately, another Reviver Seed wasted in an 
instant. Red Talon's fourth and final move was the rare yet brutally 
powerful Brave Bird, and Swellow had just taken the full brunt of it. 
Red Talon winced slightly as he took a bit of recoil damage, but even 
after that he seemed almost completely unfazed. 


Swellow had only three Reviver Seeds left. And it was quite plain to 
see that he was outmatched. Badly outmatched. His opponent could 
move through walls, strike at a distance, boost his speed at will, 
reflect attacks, and hit much harder than anything Swellow was 
capable of. And as much as he hated to admit it, Red Talon was 
much smarter and cleverer than he was. Unless he could think of a 
cunning trick of his own, he didn't stand the slightest chance of 
winning. 


Quickly looking through his explorer bag-his ever-shrinking bag of 
tricks-he found the last remaining Foe-Hold Orb. Using it now would 
leave him defenseless against a monster house in the future, but it 
was his only hope. Red Talon was probably more dangerous than 
most monster houses anyway. 


"Let's see you dodge this! " Swellow shouted, holding up the orb. 


For the first time, Red Talon's smile faded and his eyes widened as 
the orb activated. A wave of energy burst out of it, instantly trapping 
the outlaw and freezing him in place. His face was stuck ina 
surprised expression as he stopped moving completely. The clearing 
was silent once again. 


Swellow panted and gasped for breath for a moment. Then, once he 
pulled himself together, he managed a smile of his own. 


"What do you think of that? " he chuckled. "You're not the only one 
with a few clever tricks up his wing.” 


As expected, Red Talon couldn't respond. Swellow casually hopped 
over and picked up the Stun Seed he'd thrown earlier. He then 
glanced back at the outlaw. Since Red Talon clearly assumed there 
were other Exploration Team members on this floor, he decided to 
have a little fun before he left. 


"Well, you just sit tight, Red Talon. I'm gonna go get the rest of my 
team in here, and we'll make sure you have no way of escaping into 
the walls before we knock you out. | must say, I'm looking forward to 
being called a 'hero' by everyone in Treasure Town once we take 
down the famed criminal, Red Talon. Looks like your days of running 
from the law are over." 


With that, Swellow began calmly striding toward the hallway, smiling 
to himself. 


That smile faded when he heard Red Talon's voice behind him. 
"That's a nice dream, young explorer." 
Swellow jumped and spun around. He saw the outlaw raising his 


wings and stretching out his talons, his body no longer shaking from 
the stun. 


"But all dreams are meant to be broken." 


Swellow knew there was only one way he could have powered 
through that stun on his own. He had already been caught off guard 
multiple times by this outlaw, but even so, he hadn't expected Red 
Talon to have the Self-curer IQ skill. Then again, a Pokémon as 
cunning and intelligent as Red Talon probably had numerous 
powerful IQ skills at his disposal. Swellow realized in horror that he 
was completely out of options. He had made the deadly mistake of 
underestimating this opponent, and now he was going to pay for it 
with his life. 


But as Red Talon prepared to fly at him again, Swellow realized 
something else. He'd managed to get several feet away from the 
outlaw before he'd powered through the stun. And Swellow was 
close to the hallway, which had several branching pathways. The 
dungeon had grown quite dark as the sun began setting over the 
horizon. 


Swellow had one chance left. One. If he made a single mistake now, 
he was a goner. Red Talon was directly across from him, but he 
knew that the outlaw would use Agility and pursue him if he tried to 
leave, and if their soeed was equal, he would probably start using 
the walls for cover once he got the chance. But Red Talon didn't 
know whether Swellow had any All-Mach Orbs left, and if Red Talon 
was faster, he would almost certainly try to close the distance 
between them immediately while he had the advantage. That meant 
Swellow had to time this just right. 


Swellow began fleeing down the hallway without using an All-Mach 
Orb, and as expected, Red Talon boosted his own speed and began 
flying after him. The outlaw grinned, believing he had won. But the 
moment he was within range, Swellow immediately turned and used 
Whirlwind. The surprised outlaw was blown back across the room, 
Slamming into a tree with a dull thud. 


Then, Swellow immediately used an All-Mach Orb, bolting down the 
hall and into the darkness as fast as he could. Whirlwind didn't really 


hurt its target, and he Knew Red Talon would be coming after him 
right away. And even though their speed was equal for the moment, 
there was no way he could escape from an opponent who could 
move through the walls and over the rivers like it was nothing. 


But Swellow had one advantage now: The darkness. It was 
impossible to see more than a few feet ahead of you in this lighting, 
and Swellow took as many twists and turns down the various rooms 
and hallways as he could to make sure Red Talon couldn't find him 
immediately just by charging straight after him down the first hall. 


Swellow's heart pounded in his chest as he fled down each corridor, 
drenched in a cold sweat that grew colder by the minute. He had to 
make each and every single step count. He had to remember the 
layout of every single room he'd passed through. If he made a single 
wrong turn, if he took a single bad step, Red Talon might find him. 
Then again, Red Talon might find him anyway through sheer luck as 
he passed through the walls of the dungeon and searched every 
room for him. 


Swellow didn't even know where he was going. He was just running, 
filled with nothing but fear and sheer desperation as he ran from the 
most dangerous and unstoppable enemy he had ever seen. He held 
on to one hope, and one hope only: Mobile Scarves let the user 
move through walls, but doing so made them very hungry, very fast. 
That meant that Red Talon couldn't chase him forever. If he could 
just avoid getting caught long enough, the outlaw would have to 
finally give up and go hunt for more food. 


Wait. Hunt for food, Swellow thought, his eyes widening. Oh no. 
Wurmple! 


That thought struck Swellow like Brave Bird had earlier. Red Talon 
was a Swellow like him; Wurmple was his natural prey. And he could 
move through the walls. That meant he could get into the grove! 


Swellow hadn't known until now that he could even feel this much 
anxiety and sheer panic. He immediately changed his course, 


heading down the path that would lead toward the grove. He knew 
he was taking yet another huge risk by doing so, but leaving 
Wurmple alone right now was an even bigger one, and it was one he 
couldn't afford to take. 


Swellow moved as fast as he could, using another All-Mach Orb 
once his speed returned to normal. He was breathing as hard as he 
was when he'd had to carry Wurmple yesterday. He weaved down 
each hallway and dashed through every room like this life depended 
on it-which it did. A few wild Pokemon got in his way of course, but 
he blew as many aside with Whirlwind as he could and maneuvered 
around the rest, Knowing he couldn't afford to waste even a single 
moment. 


Unfortunately, he couldn't maneuver his way around a Piloswine that 
approached him while he was in a hallway. He wanted to scream in 
rage, but that would only give away his location to Red Talon, so he 
instead threw one of his few remaining Blast Seeds at it from afar. It 
rushed ahead with speed boosted by snow, immediately closing the 
distance between them. Swellow hit it with Steel Wing, nearly 
knocking it out, but the Piloswine managed to ram him with Take 
Down before the recoil Knocked it out. 


Swellow groaned in pain. The move wasn't anywhere near as strong 
as Red Talon's attacks, but it still hurt, and he couldn't afford to even 
take the extra time to heal it. He continued to fly down the hall as fast 
as he could, which was a risk in of itself; if he went too fast and ran 
into a wild Pokémon in the darkness, it might get the first attack on 
him, which could be ruinous. 


He ran into a room and saw a Nosepass on one side and an 
Azumarill on the other. The hallway was between them. He ran 
forward, and as the two enemies drew close, he used Whirlwind to 
send the Nosepass flying across the room. 


The Azumarill took the opportunity to hit him with Bubblebeam. The 
move itself hurt a fair amount, but the real problem was that it 
lowered his speed. Once again, Swellow forced himself not to 


scream in fury and desperation. The Azumarill hit him with Double- 
edge, and the only reason he managed to avoid fainting was 
because Azumarill had weak physical attack. 


Swellow didn't know what to do now. He wanted to use a stun seed, 
but he only had two of those left, and he needed to save them for the 
grove entrance. He had only one Oran Berry left, and using it here 
wouldn't even make a difference; two more Water attacks from 
Azumarill would practically knock him out again. 


Thinking fast, Swellow used Whirlwind to send the Azumarill flying. 
But the Nosepass was approaching him from behind, fast. Swellow 
ran down the hallway as quickly as his sluggish body would allow. 
He glanced behind him. As soon as the Nosepass caught up, he 
send it flying back down the hallway with another Whirlwind. It 
smacked into the AZumarill, which was chasing him as well. 


It would be a few moments before his speed returned to normal, and 
if he got cornered by another Pokémon approaching from the 
opposite end of the hall, he'd be in huge trouble. But for now, he 
continued to flee down the hall of dark pine trees, using Whirlwind on 
his pursuers every time they got close. 


Finally, his soeed recovered. But he saw a Castform approaching 
from the other side of the hallway, as he feared. At least it couldn't 
use Powder Snow in the narrow hall unless it got closer, so Swellow 
quickly planned out a strategy. He used his last Oran Berry, healing 
himself up to full. The Castform approached him, and he flew toward 
it as well. AS soon as he was in range, he hit it with Quick Attack. 
Then, once it got in close, he knocked it out with Aerial Ace before it 
could use its Ice attack. 


But Nosepass had caught up to him in the meantime, and it used 
Rock Throw. Swellow cried out as it hit him in the back of the head, 
doing severe damage. He was dazed and in agony, but he continued 
to fly down the hallway, the Nosepass running right on his tail as it 
chased after him. 


Swellow was wounded and exhausted, his breathing rapid and 
erratic as he fled for his life down the hall and into another room. 
Thankfully, there were no enemies in his way this time, and the 
grove was close. He just had to pass through another room. 


But when he began flying diagonally to reach the hall in the corner of 
the room, Azumarill got off a clean shot at him with Bubblebeam 
once it entered. Swellow had completely forgotten about Azumarill, 
and his heart stopped as the attack approached. If he didn't manage 
to dodge this and got slowed again, he was finished. He tucked in 
his wings and dove, slamming into the snow as the Bubblebeam 
narrowly missed, flying inches over his head. 


He scrambled to get back in the air and keep fleeing before the 
Nosepass caught up. Every one of his exhausted muscles was 
throbbing and stabbing him with pain just like yesterday. And for all 
he knew, Red Talon was in the walls somewhere, ready to strike at 
any moment. Every step he took could be his last. He instinctively 
flinched every time he took a turn, expecting Red Talon to rush at 
him from a tree or a boulder any second now. 


He entered the next room and stepped diagonally to the upper-right, 
this time weaving at an angle to keep Nosepass in front of AZumarill 
so it couldn't get a clean Bubblebeam shot at him. But that meant he 
couldn't blow Nosepass away with Whirlwind, so the rock-golem was 
able to follow right behind him the entire time. Any enemy that 
approached him in a hallway would immediately corner him between 
a rock and a hard place. 


But eventually, he managed to reach the grove entrance. But that left 
him with another problem: Now he had to knock out the stunned 
Smoochum at the entrance, which meant taking another hit from 
Nosepass. And he wasn't sure he could do that without using one of 
his precious few Reviver Seeds. He racked his tired brain for an 
answer. 


He got it almost immediately. He'd been so exhausted that he'd 
almost missed the obvious and easy solution. He lured the 


Nosepass down the hall that led into the grove. Once the Nosepass 
was inside, instead of attacking Smoochum, he turned and threw a 
Stun Seed at the Nosepass. Its rock body froze in place at once. The 
Azumarill ran up behind it and stopped, looking furious that it couldn't 
move past the Nosepass to catch its quarry. 


Swellow then turned and used Steel Wing on the Smoochum, the 
super-effective move instantly taking out the relatively weak Ice type. 
The way forward was open, and the way back was sealed up again 
by the stunned Nosepass. 


Swellow dove through the branches and collapsed into the grove, 
desperately catching his breath. He saw the Silcoon still in its place, 
and he breathed a shuddering sigh of relief. He crawled over to the 
cocoon and rested his head and wings on its soft sheen. His whole 
body was shaking fiercely from the whole encounter. 


"W-We're... We're okay," he said between breaths, more to himself 
than to Wurmple. "He d-didn't find you. We're okay. Everything... is 
g-going to be okay." 


His voice was hoarse and cracked, and it trembled with each word 
he forced out between gulps of air. The warmth and quiet of the 
grove, and the presence of his partner, were the only things that 
soothed his frightened heart now. His adrenaline slowly drained from 
his body as utter exhaustion set in. He wasn't going to be able to 
stay awake much longer; he only hoped Red Talon would give up the 
search and go somewhere to sleep as well. 


After a few minutes, Swellow heard the muffled sound of harsh 
winds outside the grove. He remembered the Guild say something 
once about how strong winds occasionally swept through dungeons, 
and teams who spent too long on one floor met a terrible fate. He 
imagined how dreadful the blizzard winds could get here, but at least 
the trees in the grove were so tightly packed together that they 
blocked out the wind and kept them safe. 


Swellow imagined Red Talon would be quite safe from the strong 
winds as well, since he could likely just sleep inside the walls; the 
Mobile Scarf only drained one's belly if they moved around in them. 
But Swellow tried to put all thoughts of the outlaw out of his mind for 
now. All that mattered was that he and Wurmple were safe for now. 


He hoped. 


Alone 


(Blizzard Island 4F) 


Swellow was jolted awake by something. A sound? Movement? Just 
an eerie feeling? He wasn't sure. But whatever the cause of the odd 
sensation, Swellow blinked the mist from his eyes and tentatively 
looked around the grove. It was still quite dark. He could see 
between a few of the branches above that the sun hadn't risen, 
although the sky had gained the faintest tint of turquoise; it was very 
early morning. 


Silcoon was still wrapped safely in his wings, thank goodness. He'd 
been resting his head on his friend's cocoon all night. Her sheen was 
smooth and comfortable to lay on, but it was also incredibly sturdy; 
cocoon Pokémon hardened their shells quite a bit while preparing for 
their final evolution. An evolution which, sadly, Wurmple appeared no 
closer to. 


The wind stirred the trees, their shadows flickering and snaking 
along the ground, dancing over the bed of pine needles the explorers 
were resting on. Swellow looked around to make sure everything 
was normal. Well, nothing about this mission had been normal, but 
he wanted to make sure they were safe enough at least. 


He glanced at the entrance. The Nosepass was still there, stunned 
and sealing the only path inside. There were no other Pokémon 
inside the grove that he could see. The muffled winds were gentle 
outside the grove, and he heard no strange noises. The grove was 
still warm and comfortable. He really didn't know why he'd 
awakened; he supposed it must've just been a bad dream he had 
that he couldn't remember. He turned his head back towards 
Silcoon, smiling a little. 


"Nothing to worry about," he muttered. 


"| wouldn't be so sure about that, young explorer." 


And suddenly, the grove didn't feel so warm anymore. Swellow froze 
in dread as he recognized the voice. He looked around the grove 
with eyes like that of a frightened youth. He soon found a pair of 
scarlet ones peering back at him through the branches. They 
narrowed sinisterly when he spotted them. 


"So," Red Talon began, "that's why you didn't want to fight me 
before." 


It was all Swellow could do to steady his breathing; his heartbeat 
was an entirely different matter. He began to reply, hoping against 
hope that his voice wouldn't shake and betray his terror. 


"What d-do you want?" He asked, silently cursing the tremble in his 
throat. "Look, you win, okay? You beat me. Just leave us alone, and 
you'll never see us here again." 


Swellow could fee/ Red Talon sneering at him through the trees. 


"Ordinarily, | would, young explorer. | may have a lot of experience in 
battle, but | usually prefer to avoid fighting Exploration Teams when | 
can, because it's always a risk and I'm not stupid. Unfortunately... 
you've got something | want." 


Swellow blinked. "What? You want... money? Items? You can have it 
if you leave us alone." 


"Don't be ignorant. | can't eat money, and your little Guild snacks 
don't interest me. You know what | want." 


It took a moment for Swellow to catch on to his meaning. But when 
he did, he felt an icy chill run up his back and wrap around his neck. 
He looked down at Silcoon, and then back at the pair of shimmering 
red eyes. 


"No," he said, his throat suddenly very dry again. "You can't have 
her. Never." 


Red Talon chuckled softly, his guttural voice carried through the trees 
on the broken, whistling wind. 


"You couldn't stop me from taking her, young explorer. The only thing 
| want to Know is why you would try. You know that if you gave her to 
me, I'd let you go. Why bother putting yourself at needless risk?" 


"What do you mean, why? She's my partner! My friend! You can't... | 
won't let you eat her! Even if you're stronger than me, I'll fight you 
until I've used up every last move, every last Reviver Seed, every..." 


The outlaw's harsh laughter echoing through the grove cut him off. 


"Such a devoted teammate you are. That little Bug is really lucky to 
have such a caring predator looking after her in a time like this. | 
must say, I'm surprised; to see a Pokémon get stuck in a cocoon 
evolution mid-dungeon is a rare thing indeed. I've only ever seen it 
happen once before." 


Swellow stopped trembling for a moment, his surprise overtaking his 
fear. 


"You've seen this before?" 


"Yes. It's quite a problem for the poor Bug stuck in that form inside a 
hostile territory. Frankly, it's amazing you've managed to keep her 
alive for this long; I'm sure you can imagine a helpless cocoon 
wouldn't normally survive under those circumstances. That stun trick 
of yours to block the entrance in particular was very clever. | give 
credit where it's due. You've impressed me, young explorer. That's 
why I'm willing to let you go." 


Swellow knew he shouldn't bother asking an outlaw about such 
things, but the desperate explorer couldn't help himself as he 
glanced down at his partner. 


"How long will she be like this?" 
There was a brief silence before he heard the outlaw's answer. 


"Let's just say that even if | was suddenly stricken by an 
overwhelming sense of generosity and decided to let you both live, 
you'll be on this frozen island for a Jong time." 


Swellow's heart sank down into his gut. He wanted to believe Red 
Talon was just lying to discourage him, but he couldn't convince 
himself. He had a feeling it was the cold, hard truth. 


"So you see," Red Talon continued, "You're really just wasting your 
time. She can't possibly survive out here. Your efforts to protect her 
are valiant and admirable traits for an explorer, but you're not just 
fighting me. You're trying to win against nature itself, and nature 
doesn't lose." 


Swellow stared at Silcoon for a few moments, a deep pang of sorrow 
and hopelessness running through him. Could it really have all been 
for nothing? All his efforts, all his tricks, all his fighting just doomed to 
fail? Were all his years of adventuring with Wurmple supposed to 
end like this? He couldn't believe it. He wouldn't believe it. This 
outlaw-this evil criminal -was lying. He had to be. 


"How do you know?" Swellow demanded at length. "You said you've 
only seen this happen once. And | highly doubt you just stood 
around and watched and waited to see how long it took for some 
Bug Pokemon to evolve." 


Another chuckle. 


"You're wrong, young explorer. That's exactly what | did. | stayed and 
watched a Bug Pokémon to see how long it took." 


"Well, why? Why would a wandering outlaw like you watch a Bug 
Pokémon like that for so long?" 


"Because that Bug Pokémon was my partner, just like this one is 
yours." 


The grove fell silent. Even the wind seemed to stop blowing after 
carrying those words to the stunned Swellow's ears. The explorer 
couldn't speak for a long time. He tried to wrap his head around what 
he'd just heard. It had to be a lie... but Red Talon had sounded 
genuine when he said it. 


"W-What... what does that mean?" Swellow asked finally, his voice 
barely above a whisper. 


"It means | used to be an explorer, just like you. Is that so surprising? 
Did you imagine outlaws are just born outlaws? | wouldn't be 
surprised; most explorers are as stupid as can be." 


"No, but... | never thought you'd have been an explorer. Why would 
you give that up to become an outlaw?" 


Red Talon seemed to ignore the question as he continued. 


"My partner was a Weedle. He was naive like most apprentice Guild 
members, but he was bright and cheerful and never gave up hope 
no matter how bleak our missions got. | have to admit, his 
enthusiasm got me through a lot of hard times. We were great 
friends, like I'm sure you and your partner were." 


The scarlet eyes no longer seemed to be looking at Swellow; they 
seemed to be staring off into the trees at the sluggish sunrise. 


"But one day, he found a Mobile Scarf by sheer luck on a tough job. 
And Weedle was so excited that he just kept using it in every single 
mission from then on. Problem is, Weedle usually need to eat a lot 
before they evolve so they have enough energy to become Beedrill 
later. But the constant walking through walls relentlessly drained his 
belly so much that it eventually messed up his metabolism. And for 
whatever reason, that apparently messed up his evolution too. Long 


story short, he ended up about the same way your Wurmple did: 
Stuck in a cocoon in the middle of a dungeon." 


Swellow listened intently to Red Talon's story, not just because he 
hoped to learn something useful from it, but because he was 
genuinely curious to Know what happened. He shifted on his talons, 
as one had grown stiff earlier from his unusual sleeping position. 


"We were in the Northern Desert when it happened. As you can 
imagine, that's not the best place for a Weedle to get stuck asa 
Kakuna. Sandstorms battered us every day, and the brutal sun beat 
down on us and burned our skin. The wild Pokémon there were 
fierce and seemed perpetually angry, and every hour there was 
absolutely miserable. But | kept going. | fought as hard as | could to 
protect Kakuna. He was my best friend, and | wouldn't let him down. 

| rolled his cocoon along the hot sand until we found a shady oasis to 
hide in, and | kept watch day after day for wild Pokémon until | could 
barely keep my eyes open anymore." 


Red Talon finally looked back at Swellow, his gaze piercing, as if he 
could see right into his soul. 


"But while | may have been strong enough to fight as many wild 
Pokémon as | had to, there was one opponent | couldn't beat: 
Hunger. It was fine for a while; we'd packed a few extra apples for 
the trip. But eventually, we ran out, and starvation set in. It tore at my 
mind like the sandstorms tore at my body. It wore away my resolve 
with each passing hour. And | started to wonder why | was fighting 
so hard when it didn't seem like we would ever make it out of the 
desert together. And the longer | spent living with my natural prey, 
the less | thought about our friendship, and the more | thought about 
how good a nice meal would be. And eventually..." 


Swellow felt sick. "You didn't. You couldn't have!" 
"Yes, | did, young explorer. | did what | had to to survive. And | never 


returned to the guild after that; they never would have accepted me 
again after what happened. But when | became an outlaw, | learned 


that none of their rules really matter. You can try to act civilized and 
eat apples and berries your whole life, try to pretend you're not a 
Pokemon, try to deny nature all you want. But in the end, this world 
is harsh and unforgiving, and there's only one rule: Eat or be eaten." 


There was another silence. Swellow shook his head in bewilderment, 
and in disgust. 


"So, you betrayed your best friend, and then went to live the rest of 
your life as a common criminal?" 


"Heh heh, don't get too self-righteous, young explorer. You think I'm 
so terrible for what | did to my partner, but if | left you and that 
Silcoon alone, you'd just do the same thing eventually." 


"Never!" Swellow shouted. "I'm not like you! I'd never do that to her!" 


Red Talon's harsh laughter beat against his eardrums once again, 
and he decided he hated that sound more than anything in the world. 


"And what makes you think you're any different than me? You get 
tired, just like | do. You need warmth and shelter, just like | do. And 
you get hungry, just like | do. How much food do you have to last? 
One day? Two days? You're going to get hungrier and hungrier each 
day, long before that Silcoon ever evolves. And when you begin 
starving, you won't be able to think clearly anymore. You'll do 
anything for food. You'll forget all about the Guild's rules; it's not like 
you can eat them, and they never really did anything for you anyway. 
You'll realize there are no more berries and apples to find. And you'll 
realize that there's no way you can both get out of this dungeon 
alive, so why shouldn't you at least survive? It's what your partner 
would want, after all." 


Swellow looked down at Silcoon. He didn't want to think about it, but 
he couldn't help imagining all that happening in the future. The 
hunger had been awful these past two days. Was it really possible? 
Would his own hunger really become stronger than their friendship? 
Wurmple meant more to him than anything in the world. Would he 


really betray her just to save himself, the way Red Talon had done to 
his own partner before? 


"It's inevitable, young explorer," said the outlaw, as if he could read 
Swellow's thoughts. "There's no escaping it. So why don't we stop 
wasting each other's time? I'll come in there and crack that cocoon 
open, and you and | can share the food. And after that, I'll show you 
how to survive out here. Being an outlaw is much better than being 
an explorer. You don't have to follow the Guild's rules or hand over 
your money every day. And surviving out here without help from a 
team makes you stronger than you could ever know. You'll enjoy it. 
Being an outlaw means being truly free. And trust me, there's no 
other way to live." 


Swellow thought about it for a long time. Far longer than he should 
have. Red Talon was right about a lot of things. The Guild was often 
too strict and took far more money from explorers than they should 
have. And surviving for so long on his own had clearly made Red 
Talon extremely strong. It would be nice to have that kind of power, 
to do whatever he wanted, to never be told what to do by anyone. It 
was a better option than starving out here in this cruel, blizzard- 
covered dungeon. 


He continued to think about it for several minutes. Finally, he let out 
a long sigh and looked up at the outlaw. 


"Fine," he said quietly. "I'll do it." 


After a moment's silence, Red Talon slowly stepped out of the tree 
and calmly walked into the grove, smiling. The creeping rays of 
sunlight swept over his grey, white, and red feathers as he 
approached Swellow and Silcoon. 


"You're smarter than most explorers I've met," he said at length. "| 
honestly didn't think you'd realize the truth until it was too late. But 
you won't regret it. I'll show you how to become so strong, you can 
defeat any explorers who dare show their faces in your territory." 


Swellow nodded and stepped aside. Red Talon approached the 
cocoon, his red eyes now filled with hunger. A bit of drool actually 
ran down the side of his beak and he stretched his long talons in 
anticipation. Swellow knew that while the outlaw hunted other wild 
Pokémon here, it must've been ages since he'd tasted a Bug 
Pokémon, his species’ preferred prey. Red Talon's guard was 
completely down for the first time. And the moment he got close 
enough... 


" HIYAAAAAAHHH!" Swellow roared at the top of his lungs as he 
launched an Aerial Ace. 


Red Talon's hungry eyes widened in shock as Swellow flew right at 
him. The move struck him head-on, slamming him into the dirt at full 
force. He grunted in pain, rolling along the ground. He quickly used 
Agility and began to fly back toward the tree. But before he could get 
out of range, Swellow used Quick Attack, striking him in the back 
and knocking his flight off balance. Red Talon fell into the trees 
rather than actually landing, and Swellow could hear his pained 
groans as he hit the ground. 


Swellow quickly stepped away from the tree, and rolled Silcoon over 
toward the middle of the grove, far enough away from every wall to 
avoid Quick Attack at any angle. He then stood still, All-Mach Orb 
clutched in his talon, waiting for his unseen enemy's next move. 


" Raagh! You little fool! " The outlaw bellowed through the pines, his 
roaring guttural voice louder than ever. 


"Not so fun when you're the one getting tricked, is it?" Swellow 
retorted. "Like I'd ever betray Wurmple just to get tougher and break 
some rules!" 


Swellow expected the outlaw to immediately launch some kind of 
counter attack. But after a few moments, Swellow heard him chuckle 
again. 


"No, | Suppose not. You explorers always have to learn things the 
hard way. Fine, then you can stay and hide together in there for a 
little longer for all the good it'll do you. I'm not gonna run straight 
back into your item bag. This here is your whole life now, but for me, 
it's just another floor. I'm heading to the next floor to get healed and 
hunt down some more food. But I'll be back soon enough, and this 
time, I'll be taking that Silcoon, and you'll never see me coming 
through those walls. But before | go, | have a little parting gift for 
you." 


Before Swellow could wonder what he meant, he saw Red Talon 
shoot out from the trees near the grove's entrance, hitting the 
Nosepass with Quick Attack. That broke it free of its stun, and it 
began charging down the hallway at Swellow, exposing the entry 
behind it. He briefly saw Red Talon flying out through the hallway 
and disappearing into another wall behind the wild Pokémon. 


Swellow quickly flew forward toward the Nosepass, not wanting to let 
it get close to Silcoon. He used Quick Attack before it closed in, and 
then Steel Wing when it reached him. But the rock golem was still 
standing, and it hit him with a nasty Rock Throw. The stone hit 
Swellow and knocked the wind out of him, and he coughed several 
times before managing to pull himself together. He finished off the 
Nosepass with another Steel Wing. 


But the Azumarill from before had returned and found the hallway 
open, and quickly took the opportunity to fire a Bubblebeam down it, 
hitting Swellow and reducing his speed again. He growled and 
hissed in pain. He had only one opportunity to move again before 
Azumarill could fire another shot, and he used it to step to the side, 
away from the entrance to the hallway. Now that Azumarill couldn't 
hit him for the moment, he quickly assessed his options. He was too 
slow and too hurt to win this fight without losing another Reviver 
seed, which he couldn't afford. And he didn't dare use his last Stun 
Seed, or he'd be trapped in there with no way to get out again. 


Only on idea came to him. It was a risk, but he knew he had to take 
it. He waited near the hall for the AZumarill to arrive, making sure to 


time this carefully to its faster movements. And as soon as it got in 
range, he hurled the Grimy Food he'd found earlier at it. He then 
held its breath as the rotten food connected, hoping against hope 
Azumarill was hit with a crippling status effect. 


And just this once, he lucked out. The Azumarill froze in place, not 
stunned, but paralyzed. Swellow let out a breath and immediately 
used Quick Attack and then Aerial Ace before Azumarill could 
recover. That knocked it out handily, and his speed soon returned to 
normal. And once more, all was quiet in the grove. 


But now, Swellow knew he and Wurmple were in trouble again, and 
he'd have to figure out what to do next. The grove was exposed. 
Swellow had only one Stun Seed left. Red Talon would be back soon 
with a vengeance. Their explorer bag was getting lower on resources 
by the minute. Swellow had no idea what to do, but he needed to 
focus on the immediate problem: How to stop Red Talon from 
coming back and taking Silcoon. 


He looked around, trying his hardest to come up with a solution that 
would give him a fighting chance. He'd already checked this floor for 
supplies; there was nothing here that could help, except maybe that 
one TM he'd passed by earlier. He could seal off the grove's 
entrance one more time, but he couldn't think of a way to stop Red 
Talon from just flying through the walls. He considered trying to move 
Silcoon someplace else, but quickly decided against it; it had taken 
everything he had just to do it once, and there was no place on this 
floor that would be safer than the grove, especially in this weather. 


Swellow wondered if there was a chance he could take Red Talon in 
a fight next time, now that he knew what to expect. But he realized 
that even if he did manage to fend him off once, he'd just retreat 
back into the walls, heal himself on a different floor, and then come 
back and try again until Swellow ran out of Reviver Seeds and 
eventually lost. He was sure Red Talon knew his way around 
Blizzard Island like the back of his wing. And even if he didn't, he 
probably had the Stair Sensor IQ skill, so he could easily find the 
stairs on every floor. 


The longer Swellow waited, the more time there was for wild 
Pokémon to find the grove, so Swellow mulled over what few options 
he actually had left. He began lightly thumping his head onto the 
bark of one of the pine trees, as he sometimes did when he had 
trouble thinking. He decided to first think of what he couldn't do to 
narrow down the possibilities. If he sealed the entrance and waited, 
Red Talon would wear him down until he fainted, so that was out. 
There were basically no items left on this floor, so getting resources 
here was out. So what was actually left? 


Go after him, he thought suddenly, surprising himself. 


Was that even an option? What would going after Red Talon 
accomplish? Not much, he thought at first. But then, as he 
contemplated it, he realized that there was a chance it could do one 
thing: If he did well in battle against Red Talon this time and 
wounded him again, he could force him to retreat to an even deeper 
floor. But what would that achieve? 


Nothing. At least, not right away. Red Talon could just heal up next 
floor. But there were only so many floors in this dungeon. If Swellow 
could somehow force him to retreat off of each floor one by one until 
there were no floors left, he could drive Red Talon out of Blizzard 
Island altogether. Then, even if Swellow couldn't make his way back 
to the grove, Wurmple would be safe in her cocoon until she 
evolved, as long as Swellow sealed the entrance to the grove back 
up with his last Stun Seed before he left. 


Swellow actually began to laugh at how ridiculous his own idea was. 
He'd been beaten badly in his first fight with Red Talon, and now he 
was planning on fighting him again, not just once, but as many times 
as it took to run him clean out of the dungeon. He had only three 
Reviver Seeds left, and he was only on floor four out of twenty! And 
that was assuming he didn't have to keep chasing Red Talon through 
Crevice Cave. 


He knew he didn't have even the slightest chance of pulling this off. 
There was no way he could outfight Red Talon even once, let alone 


sixteen times. But the more he thought about it, the more he realized 
there wasn't a single other option. Red Talon was willing to hunt the 
wild Pokémon here; that meant he had an essentially unlimited 
source of food if he was left alone, while Swellow could only grow 
more famished by the day. But if Red Talon was forced to flee 
through the walls on each floor, he'd be more hard pressed to find 
food quickly enough to recover. 


And besides all that, there was one more reason why Swellow 
wanted to do this: He was afraid of himself. Afraid of his hunger. 
Afraid of what he might do if he got famished enough. He'd refused 
Red Talon's offer, but he knew the outlaw might have been right 
about him. Maybe even just staying here was putting Wurmple in 
danger. 


While he knew he couldn't possibly pull this off, Swellow decided that 
if he could at least drive Red Talon deep enough into Blizzard Island, 
maybe he could buy Wurmple enough time to finish evolving. It was 
her only chance, and that made it a chance worth taking. 


As Swellow stared outside the entrance at the rising dawn 
illuminating the snow, he sighed to himself, thinking back on their 
past adventures. This really was the end of the line now. He knew he 
wouldn't survive this. But maybe Wurmple could live on. That thought 
alone gave him strength. He turned back to look at his partner, 
knowing this was the last time he'd ever see her. Even if she was a 
Silcoon now, he knew it was still her, and the thought of leaving her 
tugged painfully at his heart. 


Swellow went over and put his wings around her, hugging her tightly 
and closing his eyes, savoring their last moment together under the 
warm, soft shade of the trees for as long as he could. 


"Hey, Wurmple," he muttered with a sad smile. "I still don't Know if 
you can hear me in there, but | wanted to let you know that... well... | 
have to go now. And |... | don't think I'll be coming back." 


Swellow took a breath, feeling a lump rising in his throat as he 
spoke. 


"| know you're going to be sad. But... | want you to live. Live, and be 
happy. Whatever you decide to do from here on in, | want you to 
know that our adventures together were the best times of my life. 
And | wouldn't take anything back. I'd rather be here now, as we are, 
than to have never met you." 


As he gently nuzzled her shell, Swellow's eyes were growing slightly 
misty. He knew he didn't have much more time to waste, but he 
really didn't want to leave yet. 


"It's better this way. At least now | can be sure I'll never betray you. 
But I'd give anything to Keep exploring with you if | could. You're the 
best partner, and the best friend, | could ever ask for. |... | just hope 
maybe we can see each other again someday." 


Eventually, Swellow reluctantly released the embrace, slowly rising 
and preparing to leave. But as he did so, he felt a tingling in his 
chest, a strange sense of longing. His heart began beating a little 
faster as he realized there was one more thing he needed to say 
before he left, and this was his last chance to say it. He leaned down 
to the cocoon, and when he spoke, it was only the quietest whisper. 


"| love you, Wurmple." 


And with that, Swellow headed for the entrance. He waited for a wild 
Pokémon to arrive, and eventually got his wish in the form of a 
wandering Piplup. He did the usual trick and stunned it in front of the 
entrance, sealing it for the final time. He took a deep breath of the 
crisp morning air, which seemed a bit less cold to him now. 


Despite the hopelessness of this task, Swellow felt renewed and 
filled with resolve. He realized he'd been fighting for Wurmple's 
future from the moment he'd entered this forsaken dungeon, and he 
intended to win. He knew this would be his final mission, but he'd 


have no regrets, as long as Wurmple could live on and find 
happiness elsewhere. 


So long, Wurmple, he thought. See you in the next life. 


Swellow spread his wings and took off, ready to face down Red 
Talon and bring an end to this once and for all. 


Empty 
(Blizzard Island 4F) 


Swellow's first order of business was to get back to the room with the 
TM he'd passed by and check what move it taught. He hadn't 
thought he'd need it before, but now, if it contained any type of attack 
that might give him an edge against Red Talon, he had to try it. After 
all, this was the last time he'd ever need to be concerned about his 
moves. 


Thankfully, Swellow knew this floor like the back of his wing now. He 
expertly flew through the rooms, skirting over the icy water and 
weaving around corners to take the fastest routes possible. Very few 
wild Pokémon were able to get in his way now, and what few did 
catch up he was easily able to blow away with Whirlwind or take out 
quickly with his attacks. 


He could feel that he'd gotten stronger since he'd first arrived here. 
All this fighting had probably given him a good level up or two. Sadly, 
he wasn't strong enough to learn Agility yet like Red Talon had, but 
maybe he could figure out some other way of evening the odds. He 
only had two All-Mach orbs left, and they were his key to matching 
the outlaw's speed, so he would have to use them very wisely. 


Eventually, Swellow found the room with the Poke' and the TM. He 
ignored the money again and activated the TM, expecting it to be 
useless garbage. But his eyebrows raised when the move flashed 
through his mind. Protect. 


Swellow almost didn't dare believe his luck. Protect wasn't as strong 
as Stuff like Mirror Move, Brave Bird, or Silver Wind, but it was good. 
Very, very good. Perhaps luck was finally smiling down on him. Or 
maybe it was just trying to lure him into a false sense of security 
before it struck again. Either way, he took it. He began thinking about 
what move to replace with Protect. 


He eventually decided on Steel Wing. It was a useful move against 
the Rock and Ice types here, but it was no help against Red Talon, 
and right now, Swellow was entirely focused on figuring out how to 
defeat the outlaw. Aerial Ace was his best attack, Quick Attack let 
him fight at a distance, and Whirlwind was too useful at keeping Red 
Talon at bay to remove. So he used the machine to replace Steel 
Wing with Protect, feeling the TM's energy flow into his mind like the 
streams still running nearby. 


A low, painful growl in Swellow's stomach reminded him he hadn't 
eaten in a good long while now. He ate the last apple in his bag, 
filling his belly up full. Now he'd be completely reliant on whatever 
food he could forage in the later floors. Not that it mattered much; he 
was pretty sure he'd be tearing through Reviver Seeds when he 
started battling Red Talon anyway. 


Swellow headed for the room he knew contained the stairs. While he 
flew, there were two things he noticed about himself. The first was 
that he no longer felt quite as cold as before. It was still very 
unpleasant, and he was worried about hail on later floors, but it had 
become almost tolerable now, as if he'd gotten used to it over time. 


The second thing he'd noticed was that his feathers had begun to 
change color. 


He only saw it when he leaned down to pick a thistle out of his wing. 
His feathers were beginning to turn from dark blue to a dark grey. At 
first, he was shocked, of course. But as it set in, he soon realized 
what was happening. His feathers would soon turn from dark grey to 
a lighter grey, and then to a greyish-white, just like Red Talon's. His 
body was adapting to the cold. He wondered if his talons would grow 
longer and his beak sharper too. He imagined he wouldn't be able to 
recognize himself the next time he saw his reflection in the water. 


Swellow continued to ride the misty winds and odd updrafts until he 
finally reached the stairs. Once there, he landed and took a deep 
breath. This was it. Once he left this floor, there was no going back. 


He had to track down and somehow defeat Red Talon by any means 
possible. He took one last look back toward the distant grove. 


Then, he stepped forward and entered the next floor. 
(Blizzard Island 5F) 


Swellow immediately spun around, looking around the room in every 
direction to make sure Red Talon wasn't there to ambush him. He 
saw nothing. The room was quite large and appeared to be empty, 
save for an Oran Berry in the southwest corner, but that meant 
nothing here; Red Talon could be hiding in the walls, waiting for him. 


Then again, Swellow figured the outlaw probably wouldn't have 
expected Swellow to actually follow him. The way the outlaw had 
phrased his threat last night implied that he expected Swellow to 
cower in the grove until he returned. Swellow knew he had a chance 
to use that to his advantage... if Red Talon didn't spot him first. 


Swellow began to quietly and carefully step away from the stairs. He 
picked up the Oran Berry and then made his way slowly down the 
first hallway. He kept every single one of his senses alert, looking for 
any trace of the outlaw while keeping his own presence on this floor 
as discreet as possible. There was a chance Red Talon wasn't even 
still on this floor, but that wasn't a chance he could afford to take. 


Along the way, Swellow had to take out a few weak wild Pokémon, 
but he was quickly finding that to be an easier job now. He definitely 
had gotten stronger since he'd first arrived. Thankfully, the Pokemon 
here also weren't as strong as the ones in Crevice Cave from what 
he knew, and if he actually managed to drive Red Talon out of this 
dungeon and into Crevice Cave, that would essentially be a victory 


anyway. 


Swellow passed through two more rooms, finding a Warp Seed and 
a Clear Gummi half buried in the snow. A Warp Seed could be 
useful, and he was glad to have the extra food. He continued his 
search, this time also keeping an eye open for the stairs. If he could 


actually get ahead of Red Talon, he might be able to ambush him on 
the next floor. 


The heavy fog made the hallways dark and the snow had turned into 
a harsh hail, which made finding his way through this floor both more 
difficult and more painful, but Swellow knew it also might be a 
blessing in disguise; even Ice Pokémon didn't move through the hail 
as fast as they did in just the snow, which made evading the stronger 
ones even easier. 


Thankfully, this floor also seemed a bit less massive and maze-like 
than the last. It was still quite large, but it was simpler to make his 
way from room to room and gather items while searching for the 
stairs, and for his nemesis. Swellow made sure to keep a fair 
distance away from the walls whenever he could. He was most 
nervous inside the hallways, but at least those were also the darkest 
places in the dungeon, so it was less likely Red Talon would spot him 
there at least. 


Swellow had never played a deadly game of cat-and-mouse like this 
with an outlaw before. Some of them fought and some of them ran, 
and some were even clever enough to hide amongst Monster 
Houses, but Swellow wondered how many other Exploration Teams 
had ever dueled an outlaw as crafty and dangerous as this one. He 
really wished Team Raider or Team Charm had been assigned this 
mission instead of him; they probably had some experience with it. 
At least they would know what to do right now. 


But Swellow quickly shook his head. He had to keep focused. He 
couldn't be thinking about what-ifs right now. The fact is, he was here 
now, and no one else. He was the only one who could stop Red 
Talon. He just had to find him, or at least find the stairs, and then at 
least he'd have a working plan of attack. That was better than 
nothing. 


As he searched, Swellow began to grow a little hungry again, so he 
scarfed down the Clear Gummi he'd picked up earlier. It filled his 
belly and cleared his mind a little, making him feel more awake and 


alert. Sadly, it didn't grant him any of the myriads of powerful IQ skills 
Red Talon seemed to possess, but it helped. 


Swellow entered another room with a pair of items and a sleeping 
Pokémon. It was a Castform. Remembering how dangerous they 
could be in this weather, Swellow carefully walked around it and 
picked up the items. One was another TM. Swellow got his hopes 
up, but they were soon dashed when he saw it taught Thunderbolt. A 
good move, but not one that he could learn. He tossed it aside and 
grabbed the next item. 


This one was much more useful: A Quick Seed. That would give him 
one more chance to boost his speed, and against this adversary, that 
was absolutely vital. He put it in his bag and snuck out of the room. 
As always, he'd been mapping out the dungeon floor's layout while 
he searched, and given this floor's size, he imagined he didn't have 
too many more rooms to go before he found the stairs. 


Swellow entered the next room, a slightly larger clearing with a 
stream of water running by the left wall and a hallway on the right. 
The stairs weren't there, but Swellow did see something almost as 
good: an Apple. He couldn't help drooling a little when he saw it. He 
began flying towards it, but he soon saw an Azumarill hopping into 
the room through the right hallway. 


Swellow sighed. He knew he'd have to fight it, but first he wanted to 
get the apple. After all, what if another wild Pokémon ran in and took 
it while he was fighting? Okay, he knew there wasn't really much 
danger of that, but he really wanted to eat that apple. Now. He was 
famished and could already almost taste it. 


Swellow flew forward and quickly dove at the apple to grab it. 


And at that exact same moment, Red Talon flew out of the trees and 
dove at the Azumarill to grab it. 


The two bird Pokémon stopped halfway, turning to look at each 
other. There was a dead silence. The Azumarill looked between the 


two of them in confusion as they stared at one another. The wind 
whipped up the snow around them, rustling the trees and making a 
few icicles fall, breaking onto the snow beneath them. 


Red Talon snarled. " You! You followed me! That was your last 
mistake, young explorer." 


Swellow didn't even bother talking. As the outlaw used Agility, the 
explorer used Protect. A light blue aura surrounded his feathers, 
similar to the green of Mirror Move. The Azumarill glanced between 
the two Birds for another moment before coming to a decision. It 
fired a Bubblebeam at Swellow, but the blue aura absorbed it like a 
snowflake hitting the ground. 


Red Talon's eyes narrowed when he saw it. Then, rather than 
attacking, he flew back into the wall. Swellow dove to grab the apple 
before Red Talon decided to fly back in and steal it from him, then 
took out the Azumarill with Quick Attack and Aerial Ace while the 
aura still protected him. He then quickly stepped toward the center of 
the room. Red Talon made no further move to attack yet, and 
Swellow soon heard his voice echoing on the wind. 


"That's the second time you've stolen my food. And | promise you, 
you're going to regret it." 


Swellow tried to force a half-smile despite his anxiety, hoping 
perhaps he could goad the outlaw into a rash attack. 


"Then why don't you make me regret it now?" he challenged. "I'm 
right here. Or are you afraid of my new move?" 


There was a brief silence. Swellow's hopes of goading the outlaw 
were soon dashed by the wretched sound of his harsh laughter. 


"| can wait, young explorer. | have all day. How about you? Do you 
have all day?" 


As if in answer, Swellow's Protect aura began to fade away. He 
quickly used Protect again to restore it, but he understood what the 
outlaw meant. Protect only lasted so long, and soon he'd run out of 
Power Points to keep it going. Meanwhile, Red Talon's belly wouldn't 
be drained by the Mobile Scarf as long as he held still. He could 
afford to wait and watch for his moment to strike. 


Swellow was in a bad spot again. Red Talon controlled the situation 
and was now forcing Swellow to fight on his terms. He had to think of 
something to turn the tables now, or this would be no different than 
their last battle. 


He quickly weighed his options and advantages. He could use his 
Quick Seed to match Red Talon's Agility. He was still ata 
disadvantage in a fair fight, and Red Talon would retreat into the 
walls if he tried to even the odds with Protect. But that at least meant 
he could force Red Talon to flee from him any time he used Protect. 
Perhaps he could use that to his advantage somehow. 


And then, he got an idea. 


Swellow allowed the aura of Protect to vanish and stood in the 
middle of the room, ready for battle. Almost immediately, he saw Red 
Talon burst out of the trees, moving at twice his usual speed. He'd 
already activated Agility. Swellow used his Quick Seed to match him, 
and then readied himself for another head-on fight with the powerful 
outlaw. 


As soon as they were in range, the two Birds traded Quick Attacks, 
flying forward and slamming into each other before landing a few 
feet apart again. Swellow got the worst of that exchange; Red Talon 
was still far better at taking hits and dishing them out than he was, 
even without Mirror Move activated. 


A less intelligent opponent would have stepped in closer to 
approach, but Red Talon kept the same distance between them this 
time. That way, he could whittle down Swellow's endurance with his 


stronger Quick Attacks, and if Swellow tried to get in closer, he'd get 
nailed by a full-force Brave Bird up close. 


Swellow was once again at a severe disadvantage, and guaranteed 
to lose another Reviver Seed soon if this continued. He had to give 
Red Talon credit: Swellow had expected him to use Mirror Move and 
close the distance again, but the outlaw was clever enough not to 
use the same strategy twice. Swellow's plan had been to get in 
close, use Protect, and then hit Red Talon with Quick Attack when he 
retreated. Now he'd have to think of something else, and fast. 


As they both rammed into each other with Quick Attack once more, 
Swellow could see that Red Talon was beginning to sustain some 
injuries from the repeated hits. The outlaw's frozen breath was 
beginning to fly from his mouth a bit more unevenly into the air, and 
Swellow's talons and beak had left a few good visible scratches on 
him. 


The problem was, Swellow was far worse off. That last hit had nearly 
knocked him out cold. He felt the great gasps of air Red Talon was 
beating out of him with every heavy blow. His vision was growing 
blurry and he staggered back a bit. He needed to do something right 
now. 


Then, realizing he still one option left, he used Protect then and 
there. Red Talon scoffed and turned around, flying back into the wall. 
But as soon as he was gone, Swellow quickly withdrew the Oran 
Berry he'd picked up earlier, the last one in his bag. He ate it before 
his Protect Aura wore off, and it completely healed his injuries. 


Swellow realized he now had another advantage: Red Talon didn't 
know Swellow had no Oran Berries left. For all he knew, Swellow 
could still have half a bag full of them. He forced another smile. 


"Looks like | do have all day after all," he said, trying to sound as 
smug as he could. "I can whittle you down bit by bit until you faint. 
And | bet you're getting really hungry flying in and out of the wall like 
that. So, what will you do now, outlaw? Gonna try and get in close 


with Mirror Move again? That's a little more risky for you now, | 
think." 


Swellow actually heard a hiss of anger between the trees. 


"You suddenly think you're so clever, young explorer? Well, | still 
have the entire dungeon to work with. All of Blizzard Island is my 
weapon. We'll see how well you do next floor!" 


Then, Swellow heard a sudden rush of wind and saw a few grey 
feathers fall out of the trees as a large shadow moved between them 
toward the hallway. Red Talon was retreating to the stairs. 


Swellow didn't follow after him right away. He couldn't keep up even 
if he wanted to, since his Quick Seed boost had run out already. He 
let out the breath he'd been holding as his wings slumped in 
exhausted relief. He'd actually done it. He'd forced Red Talon to flee 
from this floor. He'd actually managed to get the better of him in this 
exchange. 


Only fifteen more fights to go, he thought to himself tiredly. No 
problem. 


Swellow watched as the shadow turned a corner and vanished 
completely from sight. He imagined Red Talon would probably catch 
a wild Pokémon to eat on the way; it wouldn't be much trouble for 
him, and there was no way Swellow could keep up and stop him in 
time, since he could just perpetually boost his speed while he fled 
with Agility. 


Swellow wondered if at least he might be able to wear out Red 
Talon's power points eventually, but then he shook his head sadly; 
the outlaw almost certainly had the PP Saver and Deep Breather IQ 
skills to restore them. Swellow wondered glumly if Red Talon had 
any real weaknesses. At least he couldn't use moves that hit him 
across the room, but then again, neither could Swellow. 


After a few moments’ rest, Swellow thought about what he should do 
next. Trying to find the stairs before Red Talon wouldn't accomplish 
much. The outlaw could easily beat him there with Agility and the 
Mobile Scarf, even if he didn't already know exactly where the stairs 
were with Stair Sensor. He thought about what Red Talon would do 
once he healed himself on the next floor. He remembered how Red 
Talon had taunted him, realizing the outlaw must want him to follow. 
That meant Red Talon would probably wait nearby to ambush him as 
soon as he arrived on the next floor. 


Swellow let out another visible breath in a sigh. Getting ambushed 
first thing next floor was going to be brutal, and there wasn't much he 
could do about it. Now that Red Talon knew Swellow was following 
him, there was no way he wouldn't ambush him on every single floor 
from then on. And even if he had to retreat after each skirmish, as 
long as he kept wasting Swellow's dwindling supplies and then 
healing himself each floor, eventually Swellow would run out of items 
and Red Talon would win by attrition. 


So instead of rushing off toward the stairs, Swellow thought about 
how he could prepare himself for that beforehand. At the very least, 
since Red Talon was going to be watching for him near the entrance 
next floor, that meant Swellow still had time to search this floor and 
gather any remaining items he'd missed before heading off to the 
fight. That was a start. Not a great one, but still better than nothing. 


With that, once Swellow was sure Red Talon was gone, he began 
heading down the hallway toward the last room or two he hadn't 
explored. Despite his hunger, he decided to save the apple for now; 
he would likely use up another Reviver Seed in the next fight, and 
that would at least fill his belly anyway. He highly doubted he'd get as 
lucky next time as he had this round. 


He soon found one room that was empty save for a sleeping 
Snorunt, and soon after that, he entered a smaller room where he 
found an Evasion Orb. Now that could be useful in the next fight. 
Swellow quickly grabbed it and headed down the next hallway, which 
eventually led him to a dead end with the stairs nearby. 


Swellow knew the only way to go now was forward. He took another 
deep breath and braced himself for the next arduous fight against his 
superior adversary. Each and every exchange so far had been the 
most intense, frightening, and mentally draining struggles he'd ever 
faced, and the idea of doing it again and again wasn't very 
appealing, but he had no choice. 


"For Wurmple," he murmured weakly. "For Wurmple." 


Finally, Swellow gathered what little courage he hadn't already spent 
and stepped forward. 


(Blizzard Island 6F) 
" ['ve got you now!" 


Swellow whipped his head around and saw Red Talon right behind 
him, his wings whipping the snow into the air as he lunged forward. 
Swellow frantically grabbed the Evasion Orb out of his bag and used 
that first; Protect could occasionally fail to activate, but the orb was a 
sure thing. Red Talon used Agility and wasted no time in charging at 
the explorer with Brave Bird. 


Thankfully, the evasion orb helped Swellow narrowly dodge the 
destructive attack. But Red Talon immediately leapt back out of close 
range with the Wary Fighter IQ skill. His red eyes leered right down 
his beak at Swellow, who now had a chance to counterattack. 


Swellow aimed a Quick Attack at him, but Red Talon dodged to the 
side even faster than Swellow had moved. Swellow realized the 
outlaw also had the Hit-and-Runner IQ skill to help him dodge 
counterattacks. Great, Swellow thought bitterly. Just great. 


Red Talon then activated Mirror Move, then used a Quick Attack of 
his own. This one hit Swellow on his side before he could dodge, 
knocking the spit out of his beak and scattering a few of his 
increasingly grey feathers into the wind. Swellow used Protect, 
managing to activate the shielding blue aura. Red Talon smiled and 


flew in close; while Protect would defend Swellow from direct 
attacks, it wouldn't prevent Mirror Move from reflecting his own 
damage back at him. That meant as long as the outlaw had his 
green aura up, Swellow couldn't safely attack either. And now that 
Red Talon was back to full health, he obviously didn't mind that trade 
off. 


But Swellow had only used Protect so he'd have a moment to use 
his All-Mach Orb. Once their speed was equal, Swellow flew 
backwards to try and get further away, but Red Talon flew forwards 
and kept the same distance between them. He clearly wanted to wait 
out Swellow's protect and then go back to trading Quick Attacks like 
last time. He probably figured he could quickly waste enough of 
Swellow's Oran Berries on this floor to help him win by attrition. 


Unfortunately, if they started trading Quick Attacks, Red Talon 
wouldn't even have to wait that long. He didn't know Swellow was 
already out of Oran Berries. 


Swellow kept using Protect and trying to think of a way to land a few 
good hits without getting torn to pieces by Mirror Move, but Red 
Talon was no fool. He perpetually maneuvered himself within 
Swellow's range, reactivating Mirror Move every time Swellow used 
Protect. Swellow would eventually run out of Protects, and then Red 
Talon would tear him apart with Brave Bird. 


But then, Swellow got his next brilliant idea of the day. He waited for 
both Protect and Mirror Move to wear off, and then instead of using 
Protect again, he went for Aerial Ace without hesitation. Red Talon 
immediately countered with Brave Bird. He and Red Talon both 
grunted as they slammed into each other. Swellow had obviously 
gotten the worst of it by far, and he was already about to faint. 


But as he felt himself clinging to the last reserves of strength and 
wracked with agony, and having dealt Red Talon some significant 
damage as well, Swellow reached into his handy explorer bag. 

Before his All-Mach boost wore off, before Red Talon could strike 


him down, Swellow used the one item he had left to save him: The 
Warp Seed. 


Swellow gulped down the seed. Red Talon's eyes widened in anger 
and he rushed at Swellow, but the explorer vanished in a heartbeat, 
leaving behind only a few of his feathers gently floating in the wind. 


He reappeared in an entirely different room, this one shaped like a 
crooked rectangle with a small frozen puddle in the corner and 
numerous fallen branches littering the ground. Swellow let out a 
shaky breath and let his wings sag. He didn't spot any enemies. He 
was Safe... for the moment. 


He'd known the Warp Seed was a huge risk. That thing could 
teleport the user anywhere on the floor. It might've dropped him into 
a room full of enemies, or a Monster House, or even just right back 
in front of Red Talon again. But it had been his best chance, and it 
had worked. He had managed to injure Red Talon and escape 
without losing a Reviver Seed. 


But that left him with another problem: He needed to find a way to 
heal himself now before Red Talon found him again. Sitting and 
waiting to recover naturally was no good; even if he was absurdly 
lucky enough not to get caught and knocked out by the outlaw, if Red 
Talon had high-level IQ skills like Stair Sensor, then he certainly had 
Quick Healer as well. That meant he'd naturally heal faster than 
Swellow with every minute they spent on this floor. 


Swellow not only had to search for and find a healing item before 
Red Talon found him, but also then fight him again and do enough 
damage to force him to retreat. His odds weren't looking too good 
right now. He was starting to think his idea hadn't actually been very 
helpful after all. But it was too late to regret it; now he had to figure 
out a way to make this work. 


Nervously, Swellow began to search the floor. Now he not only had 
to fear Red Talon, but any enemies he came across. The weather 
was snow instead of hail here, which meant Ice Pokémon's speed 


would be doubled and any one of them posed a serious threat. If he 
could just find one Oran Berry, this plan would have been worth it. 
‘Come on, come on,' he began muttering to himself as he entered 
the first room. 


No Oran Berry. He hadn't really expected to get that lucky. But he did 
spot a seed on the ground, and when he examined it, he saw that it 
was a Vanish Seed. At first, he thought it would be incredibly useful 
to ambush Red Talon while he was invisible, but then he mentally 
sighed when he realized that if Red Talon couldn't see where to 
attack, he would just use Mirror Move and reflect all damage back at 
Swellow until the invisibility wore off. Still, he figured it might be 
useful depending on the situation, so he took it and headed down the 
next hallway. 


He almost ran right into a Sneasel in the darkness, and he jumped, 
immediately using Protect just before it struck. The speed-boosted 
Ice Pokémon thankfully wasn't an intelligent foe like Red Talon, and 
it just slashed at him twice, his blue aura absorbing the blows. He 
then swiftly knocked it out with Aerial Ace. But he could feel that he 
was running out of Power Points, not just for Protect, but for all his 
moves. He drank down a Max Elixir; there was no sense waiting to 
use up the last few moves, since Red Talon could ambush him at 
any moment. He had one Max Elixir left now, and he hoped it would 
be enough. 


Swellow entered the next room. No items. He grimaced, almost 
feeling the minutes of time he had left slipping down his back 
feathers. There were hallways to the left and right, and he just 
decided to take the one on the right, hoping the sound of his heart 
hammering in his chest would be muffled by the snow. 


A Piloswine charged down the hall at him, now of all times. 
Thankfully, Protect made such encounters a lot less hopeless, and 
as he absorbed its multiple enraged attacks, he soon knocked it out 
with two hits from Aerial Ace before the aura faded away. But he 
really hadn't wanted to waste the Protect or the time it took to battle 
it. Swellow nervously glanced over his shoulder before proceeding. 


Swellow was starting to get dizzy from hunger, but he forced himself 
not to eat that last apple. If he ate it now and then lost a Reviver 
Seed in battle, it would be a deadly waste of much-needed food. He 
had to hold out as long as possible. He eventually reached the next 
room and searched for a healing item, or at least some spare food of 
some kind. 


He found neither of those, but instead saw another seed sticking out 
of a mound of snow. Swellow knew most seeds really weren't helpful 
at this point, since Red Talon could easily dodge just about any item 
thrown at him, but Swellow checked it out anyway just in case. 


And for once, he wasn't disappointed. 


"A Violent Seed," he muttered under his breath as he held it in his 
talon. 


He knew these particular seeds could be extremely effective if used 
wisely. They greatly boosted attack and special attack when eaten. 
He'd probably be able to hit as hard as Red Talon until it wore off, 
maybe even harder. But he had to be very careful about how he 
used it. If he got knocked out and used up a Reviver Seed, the 
attack boost would wear off instantly. He didn't imagine he could get 
in more than one or two hits even at full health before getting 
knocked out, so he would have to find an opportune moment to use 
it. He carefully put it in his bag and left the room. 


Swellow slowly made his way down the next dark hall of pines. He'd 
naturally healed up somewhat, but not much, and he knew Red 
Talon had healed more than him by now. He was pretty sure he'd 
already lost what little advantage he'd had against the outlaw here. 
Now he just had to try and survive long enough to heal, and then 
maybe he could do better next round. 


Swellow reached the entrance to the next room, and he saw the 
stairs. At least that meant- 


"There you are." 


Before he could even react, Swellow was hit with something from an 
unseen direction. The force of the blow rattled his bones and made 
his ears ring before he even crashed to the ground. It was Brave 
Bird, and he was instantly dropped like a rock, his third-to-last 
Reviver Seed vanishing in an instant. Swellow's eyes flickered as he 
quickly picked himself up, still slightly dazed from the sheer power of 
the attack even after being revived. 


Swellow had felt the attack on his left side. That meant Red Talon 
had been waiting for him inside the wall at the left entrance to the 
room. Swellow knew he was all but helpless here. If he tried to step 
inside the room, he'd get hit with another Brave Bird and then 
finished off with Quick Attack before he could get away from the wall. 
Even if he used his last All-Mach Orb, Red Talon could still get him 
with Agility, and he'd have no way of fighting back. 


There was only one way out Swellow could think of. He reached into 
his bag and ate the Vanish Seed. 


His feathers immediately grew translucent, as clear as the ice 
around them, and Swellow knew he was invisible. But Red Talon 
was no fool. He might've been surprised by the sudden 
disappearance, but he immediately launched another Brave Bird at 
the spot where Swellow was standing before he could even move 
out of the way. And the attack hit its mark. 


Once again Swellow was pelted against the wall by the horrific 
power of the move. He managed to cling to consciousness this time 
by the skin of his teeth, and only because the Reviver Seed had put 
him back at full strength, and because he'd indeed grown stronger 
since the last time they'd fought. But he still let out a shriek of pure 
agony as every pain receptor let him know how hard he'd just been 
hit. 


Swellow's whole body was numb and he felt a spasm in nearly every 
muscle. It took everything he had just to move, and it felt even worse 
to do so than when he'd flown Wurmple across the fourth floor of this 


accursed dungeon. He was about to step forward into the room... 
but then he stopped, the last functional part of his brain kicking in. 


Red Talon would be expecting him to run into the room now. The 
outlaw might not be able to see him, but he would undoubtedly 
predict Swellow's move and attack in that direction anyway, and then 
Swellow would be finished. He needed to get to the stairs, but he 
couldn't afford to lose one of his last two Reviver Seeds. 


He tried to figure out what to do, but he almost missed the simplest 
and most effective answer: Red Talon expected him to move 
forwards, so despite every part of his mind screaming at him not to, 
Swellow stepped back instead. 


Swellow saw Red Talon's mighty namesakes darting out of the trees 
ahead of him, rending the ground and leaving gigantic claw marks in 
the snow, exactly where Swellow would have been if he'd moved 
forward. He shuddered at the thought of being hit by that second 
Brave Bird. 


But the question was: What now? 


Swellow tried to imagine himself in Red Talon's position, mulling over 
how he would be thinking right now. If my attack just missed, he 
thought, /'d figure the explorer hadn't moved at all. Like maybe he 
just used an item or something. Which means the next place I'd 
attack... is right where he'd been standing a second ago. 


Swellow held perfectly still and didn't step forward. The talons shot 
out again, this time much closer, whipping through the air right in 
front of him and tearing the earth below to shreds. Swellow would've 
gulped if his throat had been any less dry. He forced himself to 
concentrate and think again. 


All right. He doesn't have an unlimited amount of Brave Birds to just 
throw at me. So where would | try next if | were him? Well... if my 
target weren't there or ahead, I'd figure out he'd moved backwards 
by now! 


Swellow quickly leapt forward, just barely avoiding the outlaw's 
talons as they smashed into the dirt right behind him. Breathing 
heavily, Swellow's frightened mind was working on overdrive. 


I'd be confused if | was him. I'd probably think my enemy was just 
running away entirely. But I'd be worried about my invisible enemy 
sneaking past me and getting to the stairs first while | couldn't see 
him. So what would | do...? | think... I'd go over and block the stairs! 


And sure enough, as he stood motionless and watched, he saw the 
greyish-white feathered form of Red Talon step out of the trees, 
shrouded in a green aura as he headed for the stairs. Ordinarily, this 
would still have spelled Swellow's doom while he was this badly 
weakened. But he knew Vanish Seeds lasted longer than Mirror 
Move, which once again gave him one chance and one chance only 
to save himself. 


While Swellow was still invisible, he very quietly crept forward, 
approaching Red Talon. He watched the aura carefully and, as 
terrifying as it was, stepped right up next to him. Then, he withdrew 
the Violent Seed from his bag, eating it slowly, as if the very sound of 
him swallowing might let Red Talon know where he was. 


Swellow felt the seed's power flowing through him, filling his entire 
body with a massive surge of strength and energy. He then watched 
and waited for Red Talon's green aura to disappear. As it began to 
slowly fade, right before the outlaw could use Mirror Move again, 
Swellow activated his last All-Mach Orb. 


This is it, he thought, bracing himself. 


Then, Swellow shot forward at full speed, going for an all-out Aerial 
Ace at the surprised outlaw. Swellow screamed out a battle cry as he 
slashed twice with his talons, raking them across Red Talon's neck 
and chest. The outlaw actually cried out in shock and pain for the 
first time as he was sent reeling backwards by the force of the 
attack. The Violent Seed, combined with Swellow's old Power Band, 


had probably made the move even more powerful than Red Talon's 
Brave Bird. 


The Vanish Seed faded, revealing the panting and sweating explorer 
to the outlaw. But Red Talon was gravely injured from that last blow, 
and he seemed to know that if he risked another attack, Swellow 
might actually have been able to finish him off then and there. He 
glanced at the stairs before looking back at Swellow. The outlaw was 
scowling, though there was less anger and more surprise in his 
gaze. He regarded Swellow with a look of what could almost be 
described as admiration. 


"Well played, explorer," he said, his voice surprisingly calm. "You're 
the first to have gotten that close." 


Rather than attacking, Red Talon then dove down the stairs, 
vanishing from sight as he was transported to the next floor. Swellow 
stared at the ethereal stairway for a long moment. Finally, he let out 
a sigh, not even sure how he was feeling right now besides just tired. 
He'd escaped certain doom once again. But he'd also lost another 
Reviver Seed and his last All-Mach Orb in the process. Red Talon 
would be waiting for him on the next floor again, and Swellow no 
longer had any idea how to fight him. 


Wurmple would be proud of me, he thought suddenly. 


He didn't know why that thought had popped into his head, but it 
made him feel better. He realized it was actually true. He'd put up a 
great fight against Red Talon so far. He'd driven him out of three 
floors now. That was three more than he even thought he was 
capable of. And with those last two Reviver Seeds, maybe he had 
one more floor in him still. 


The big problem was, he no longer had a way to match Red Talon's 
speed. And with no defense against Agility, there was no way he 
could last more than a few seconds in a straight-up battle. And that 
was assuming he was even lucky enough to get another battle in the 


open. Despite all his tricks and effort and endurance, this really 
looked like the end of the line now. 


Except... it seemed like he was missing something. He didn't know 
why, but he felt like there was still something he could do that he just 
wasn't thinking of. He looked through his bag. One Max Elixir, one 
Blast Seed, one apple, two Reviver Seeds, and three Heal Seeds. 
That was it. There was nothing clever he could do with any of that. 


And then, it hit him. What had he just spent the entire time on this 
floor doing before the fight? Searching for better items! He realized 
that he still had a chance. He'd barely even explored a third of this 
floor before being ambushed by Red Talon. And the outlaw would be 
waiting for him near the entrance of the next floor, no matter how 
long it took. That meant he had all the time in the world to search this 
floor for items... at least, as long as he kept his hunger in check. 


Swellow knew he'd better find something really good on this floor 
now, or he'd certainly never get past the next one. He began slowly 
stretching his aching wings and talons, twisting his head a little to 
work out the cricks in his neck. Having time to prepare for the next- 
and possibly last-fight gave him a little hope. He slowly began to 
walk away from the stairs and head for the nearest hallway. 


It was all up to fate now. Either he got what he needed on this floor, 
or he'd go out with a bang and give Red Talon the best fight he 
could. One way or another, the hunt was nearing its end. 


Hungry 
(Blizzard Island 6F) 


Swellow could already tell this floor was another huge maze in its 
structure. He really wished he had Wurmple to help him draw up the 
map like she usually did; he felt sure he was missing a room or two 
every time he looked at it. 


If nothing else, the cold had completely stopped bothering Swellow 
now, and the enemies were almost no threat at all as long as he was 
careful in his usage of Protect and Whirlwind. The only real problem 
they posed was the drain on his Power Points. He only had one Max 
Elixir left, and he needed to make sure he had all his moves 
available against Red Talon next floor. 


Swellow entered a room surrounded by pines, a bit smaller than the 
grove back on the fourth floor, but still warm and comfortable. Inside, 
he saw a Stun Seed. The item was essentially useless now; Red 
Talon had no trouble dodging items thrown at him, although it could 
at least be used against an irritating enemy like Castform. 


And speaking of irritating, the only enemy in the room was the one 
other enemy besides Azumarill that Swellow still had a bit of trouble 
with: Nosepass. Now that he didn't have Steel Wing, these ones 
could be a pain if left alone. He decided to deal with it quickly before 
other enemies popped in to surround him. He hit it with Quick Attack 
when it was close enough, then blew it back with Whirlwind when it 
was next to him. It approached again, and he repeated the process 
until it was finished. 


Swellow picked up the Stun Seed, and after checking to make sure 
no items were buried in the slush under the trees or piles of fallen 
branches and pines, he left the room and proceeded down the 
hallway. 


And all the way across the hall from him was an Azumarill. He 
sighed, knowing he'd already have to use the Stun Seed to avoid 
getting blasted numerous times with Bubblebeam while he tried to 
approach. He threw the seed and froze the Azumarill in place, then 
flew up next to it. He wanted to save as many Power Points as 
possible, so once he got in close, he used his last Blast Seed to 
inflict large damage on it. The AZumarill used Double-Edge, hitting 
him and causing mild pain, but he finished off the aggravating Water 
Pokémon with a regular attack and moved on. 


Swellow could already feel the hunger setting in. Searching every 
room in these massive floors was heavily draining, and he knew he'd 
have to eat the last apple soon. He hoped he'd find another one, but 
he doubted he'd get that lucky again. He entered the next room, a 
wide open clearing with a small frozen pond to the side and three 
other hallways, and looked around. 


As expected, he had no such luck. All he saw besides pine needles 
sticking out of the snowy mounds was a single TM, and when he 
checked it, he saw that it taught Aerial Ace. Nice move, he thought 
glumly. /f only | didn't already know it. He at least used it to replenish 
his Power Points, although he didn't think it would make much 
difference, as Protect was the move he needed to conserve. He was 
at least confident he wasn't just going in circles. Well, mostly 
confident. 


But that confidence dwindled as another pang of hunger shot 
through his empty stomach. Swellow grimaced, knowing he had to 
eat the apple now. As he bit into it with his sharp beak, which 
seemed to have grown much sharper since he'd arrived, he savored 
the sweet juices flooding into his mouth as long as he could. With the 
outlaw waiting for him on the next floor, it was very likely that this 
was the last apple he would ever get to taste. And it seemed 
especially delicious to him now. 


Once it was finished, Swellow sighed forlornly and tossed the 
thoroughly gnawed core aside, its seeds sinking into the snow. He 
wished it wasn't so cold; maybe an apple tree could've grown here 


one day if he could plant the seeds in the dirt beneath the snow. 
Swellow shook his head. He needed to focus. He turned down 
another hallway to the east and then reached a crossroads, taking 
the east path again. 


He reached an empty room at the bottom and groaned, turning back 
around. He took the opposite path, but he soon found that it looped 
back around to the pond room. Swellow grew increasingly frustrated 
at the wasted time, knowing the apple had filled his belly only so 
much. He couldn't afford to keep wasting time. The stairs were 
already a good distance behind him. He needed to find an item to 
help him in battle now and get back there before starvation set in 
again. 


Swellow shook she snow off of his grey feathers and flew down the 
only corridor he hadn't checked yet in this section of the floor. This 
time, he entered a much larger clearing with several hills and 
grooves in the snow. He dispatched the few weak enemies he found 
in the room, and when he got the chance to look for items, he 
found... nothing. 


"Oh, come on! " he yelled. 


He was starting to get that sinking feeling in his stomach that told 
him this was a lost cause. He'd checked the entire western half of 
the floor and found nothing that could help save for one Oran Berry. 
That wouldn't be enough to turn the tide. Not by a long shot. He tried 
to maintain his confidence as he turned down the next hall, but he 
could feel desperation setting in. 


The slight rumbling in his stomach didn't help. 


Swellow headed for the eastern section of the floor, wading through 
enemies with Protect and Whirlwind as he searched. There were a 
lot more splitting hallways and crossroads in this area, and it was all 
he could do to avoid getting lost and doubling back on himself yet 
again. The winding and twisting pathways led mostly to smaller 
rooms dotted along the back walls of the floor. 


He found a Pecha Berry in one, and he ate it for what little 
nourishment it would provide. He was taking too long already, and he 
could feel the hunger setting back in as he used up the energy that 
apple had provided in his so-far fruitless hunt for better items. The 
enemies were also draining his moves one by one, and he knew 
he'd have to used his last Max Elixir before the next fight, no matter 
how cleverly he fought here. 


He eventually entered a room with a Petrify Orb in the back. Still not 
great, since stun only worked until the opponent took damage and 
Red Talon had Self-Curer, but it might be handy in a pinch. He took it 
and put it in his bag, which still felt much lighter than he was 
comfortable with. His trusty bag of tricks was almost as empty as his 
stomach. 


Swellow knew Red Talon was probably having a feast of hunted wild 
Pokémon down there on the next floor while he waited. And for just 
the faintest of moments, Swellow envied him. But the explorer soon 
shook his head fiercely, feeling disgusted with himself for envying the 
outlaw and his horrible actions. The fact that Red Talon would 
actually eat other wild Pokémon was sick, disgusting, vile, and 
heinous in every regard. 


They might taste good, though, he thought. Wait, no-shut up! Don't 
even consider that! You're a civilized explorer, not a criminal like him! 


Swellow angrily scowled and flew down the next hall of trees. He'd 
been hungry in dungeons before. Why would he even be thinking 
like this now? Was it the desperation? The length of time he'd spent 
here? Or was it just curiosity? Had Red Talon's words really had this 
much of an effect on him? Either way, he was furious and disgusted 
with himself for even contemplating such things. 


But the more time he spent down here and the more empty rooms 
he found, the more that anger faded, replaced with a kind of 
draining, famished exhaustion that paved the way to hopelessness. 
If he didn't eat something soon, he'd waste one of his last two 


Reviver Seeds, the invaluable lifelines that gave him even the 
slightest chance against Red Talon. 


Once he reached another empty room, Swellow decided he needed 
to give up and just fly back to the stairs with what he had before he 
used up a Reviver Seed to quench his hunger. But as he started 
flying back and feeling his own emptiness stinging and burning his 
muscles from within, he realized he'd gone too far. He wouldn't make 
it back to the stairs. He was completely starved, and he'd soon faint 
from hunger. 


Swellow ate all three of his Heal Seeds, and even ate the Oran Berry 
out of sheer desperation, but they only bought him a sliver of extra 
time. Soon, each and every step he took was strained, every breath 
labored, every movement painful. He wasn't even going to make it 
halfway before collapsing. It eventually reached the point where just 
moving along the ground was more painful than carrying Wurmple to 
the grove. 


Swellow staggered back into one of the empty clearings, drenched in 
sweat and gasping for breath as the energy seeped out of him into 
the cold soil beneath. He took a moment to try and catch his breath, 
but even just staying on his talons hurt. He felt dizzy and nauseous, 
the world swirling around him until it looked like a mushy sea of 
white. 


And in the middle of that white was a patch of blue. 


Swellow blinked several times and tried to focus his eyes on it. He 
concentrated as hard as he could until Blizzard Island stopped 
spinning around him. Then, he made out the blue shape clearly. It 
was a Marill. A fat, round Marill just hopping its way into the room 
without a care in the world. 


Normally, that would have meant nothing to Swellow. But here and 
now, he couldn't stop looking at it. He eventually felt a bit of drool run 
down the side of his beak. The hunger in his belly actually seemed to 


begin tugging him forward, pulling him toward the Marill and focusing 
his attention entirely on it. 


Swellow shook his head desperately. 
"No," he muttered. "No, | can't do it. | won't do it. | won't. | won't..." 


But he trailed off as the Marill drew closer, his hunger growing 
stronger with every bounce it made toward him. Oh, just stay away, 
he mentally groaned. Why can't you just stay away? 


As the Marill reached him, he raised his wings, hoping to just blow it 
away with Whirlwind and be done with it for now. But as his 
starvation reached its peak, he found himself using Aerial Ace 
instead. He knocked out the Marill in one shot, and found himself 
standing over its unconscious body with bated breath and a 
ravenous look in his reddening eyes. Eyes that must have looked 
just like Red Talon's while he was standing over Silcoon the other 
night. 


Swellow looked down at his feathers. They were fully greyish-white, 
complimented by the bright scarlet of his chest plumage. He had 
several scars on his torso from his brutal fights with the outlaw. His 
talons were longer and sharper from repeated usage, as was his 
beak. Swellow let out a long, solemn breath. He already looked like 
Red Talon in almost every way. 


Maybe | am just like him. 


That thought hit him hard. Maybe Red Talon was right. Maybe he 
really couldn't control this. He looked back at the Marill. At least it 
wasn't Wurmple, he thought, trying to console himself, his mind 
already providing numerous excuses for him by the minute. He 
wouldn't have to eat his partner. In fact, doing it to this wild Pokémon 
instead would give him the strength needed to keep going in order to 
protect Wurmple. Yes, that was it! He had to do this, not for his own 
sake, but for hers. With both his Reviver Seeds, he might still have a 


chance to drive Red Talon further away from her. He had to do this 
for his partner. 


He'd be breaking the law of the Guild, and even if they never found 
out, he couldn't bear to show his face there ever again after this. But 
this was their last mission anyway, after all. Maybe life as an outlaw 
wouldn't be so bad. It had made Red Talon incredibly strong and 
independent. Besides, what did the law matter if it meant keeping 
Wurmple safe? 


Swellow slowly leaned down, opening his drooling beak toward the 
prey he'd just caught. He'd never tasted wild Pokémon before; 
maybe just one bite wouldn't hurt. If he didn't like it, he didn't have to 
eat it all. Every single part of his mind and body screamed at him to 
do just that. Every part of him said this was okay. Every part of him 
told him this was the right thing to do. 


Every part of him but one. 
If | do this, | could never face Wurmple again. 


That thought made him stop in his tracks. It had hit him out of 
nowhere like a Quick Attack through the walls. He blinked several 
times, thinking it over. He realized that if he did this-if he abandoned 
his morals and gave in to his hunger-he could never look Wurmple in 
the eyes again. She had trusted him to never do anything like that as 
long as he lived. He had promised her he'd never eat anyone. Even 
if he defeated Red Talon and they reunited afterwards, he would feel 
nothing but guilt whenever he saw her. 


In fact, he felt it now. He was awash with guilt as he imagined her 
there, looking up at him, her soft eyes filled with nothing but sorrow 
and disappointment. And fear. If he did this, he really would be the 
monster she'd been afraid of so long ago. And as he thought about 
that, he looked down at the Marill again, and he actually realized 
what he'd been about to do. 


He blew the unconscious Pokémon away with Whirlwind. It fell out of 
sight behind a snowy hill. Swellow stood there for a few moments, 
breathing heavily, more in shock now than exhausted. / almost did it, 
he thought. / really almost ate another Pokémon. I'm such a fool. 
How could | ever even think about doing that? 


But his thoughts soon faded as his vision grew dark. His strength 
drained and he soon collapsed on his side, fainting. And just like 
that, the Reviver Seed in his bag activated, waking him back up. He 
shook his head and ruffled his feathers, feeling refreshed, but at the 
same time, defeated. 


"| guess that's it," he muttered. "One Reviver Seed left. This is it for 
me. | tried, Wurmple. | really tried." 


But as he said that, he realized that at the very least, Wurmple 
wouldn't need to be disappointed in him. He hadn't given in to his 
hunger and broken his morals. He'd sacrificed a Reviver Seed and 
kept his integrity. He might meet his end out here, but he would do 
so as a Civilized Pokémon. As an explorer. As Wurmple's trusted 
partner. 


Swellow stood there in the snow for a few moments in silence, 
thinking. He knew this fight with Red Talon would be his last, and he 
wondered if there was anything else he wanted to do with his last 
day while he had the chance. He couldn't really think of anything to 
do out here. He'd always hoped his last day would be spent with his 
partner, but that had been denied him, so he supposed there was 
nothing left to do but to go and put up the best fight he could. 


Unless... 


Swellow glanced over his shoulder. He realized that there was one 
room left on this floor he hadn't checked yet. He'd scrambled to get 
back to the stairs once his belly was empty, but the Reviver Seed 
had completely filled it and refreshed him in every way, so that 
meant he had time to go straight there and back again without any 


real risk. He supposed it couldn't hurt. He didn't really have anything 
left to lose, even if the room was empty. 


The lone explorer flew back toward the room, twisting and turning his 
way down each winding corridor with ease. It was no problem now 
that he could think clearly, and knocking out the enemies on the way 
was easy now that his moves were fully restored. He eventually 
reached the last room of the floor. It was small and secluded, so far 
down that there was barely even any snow inside. 


He saw two items. One was an Oran Berry, which he quickly picked 
up. The other was a seed. He stooped down to examine it. His eyes- 
which had begun to grow a faint scarlet tint during his time out in the 
cold darkness-widened as he realized what it was. A Pure Seed. 
These items weren't immensely rare, but they could be extremely 
useful. They teleported the user right to the stairs instantly. 


And as Swellow held the seed in his talon, an idea began to worm its 
way into his head. It probably wouldn't change his fate, but this tiny 
little seed did change the terms of the battle. It meant there was a 
chance. And a chance had been all he'd needed to get this far. 
Maybe a chance was all he needed to win. 


Swellow put the items in his bag and flew back to the stairs. When 
he arrived, he stopped and took another breath, examining his 
inventory. One Reviver Seed. One Oran Berry. One Petrify Orb. One 
Pure Seed. One Max Elixir. That was it. Those were the tools he had 
left to defeat the legendary outlaw Red Talon. He gazed at the 
stairway for a long time, partly thinking about his strategy, and partly 
just hesitating. This really was the end. One way or another, this was 
his last fight. And the fact that he actually had a chance to win made 
him that much more tense. 


But he soon realized there was no point in drawing this out any 
longer. The hunt had gone on long enough. Either he would win now, 
or he would lose. But either way, maybe he'd buy Wurmple enough 
time. He hadn't been ready for this mission, but maybe now, if he 


pulled out all the stops and used every trick he knew, he could pull 
this off. 


Swellow took one last anxious breath before stepping forward to his 
final battle. 


Tasty 


(Blizzard Island 7F) 


Swellow and Red Talon faced each other in the middle of the large, 
empty clearing. The wind had stopped, and even the snow was 
falling gently now, as if in fear of the upcoming duel. The sun was 
slowly setting on the horizon, now visible as it crept beneath the 
cloud cover, bathing the snowy fields in a gorgeous orange glow. 
The mounds sparkled and glimmered under its light. It was the most 
beautiful sight the explorer and the outlaw had seen on Blizzard 
Island. 


"SO," Red Talon began at length. "You're finally here." 
"SO | am," Swellow replied evenly. 
"That look in your eyes tells me you're ready to finish this." 


Swellow merely nodded silently. Red Talon glanced at the setting 
sun for a few moments before turning back to him. 


"You've come a long way, explorer. By now you must have learned 
what it means to survive out here. You must know why | did what | 
did now." 


"| do," Swellow replied. "| understand why you became an outlaw, 
and why you gave in to your hunger and survived the way you did.” 


"Then why do you still fight me?" 
"Because I'm not like you." 
Red Talon cocked his head to the side and stared at Swellow. 


"You mean you can still say that, even now? After everything you've 
learned out here? Are you telling me you haven't done the same 


thing | did? You couldn't possibly have had enough food in your bag 
to last this long and fight as well as you have." 


"You're right. But | still didn't do it. | never ate another Pokémon and 
never will." 


The outlaw scoffed. "You're lying. You just want to feel like you're 
better than me in the end." 


Swellow shook his head. He then reached into his bag and pulled 
out the leftover Plain Seed, tossing it over to Red Talon. The outlaw 
stared at it in disbelief. 


"You mean you actually sacrificed a Reviver Seed before fighting 
me, just to keep your morals intact?" 


The explorer nodded. He expected Red Talon to start mocking and 
berating him now, but when the outlaw looked at him, his scarlet 
eyes seemed to betray genuine surprise and respect. 


"How did you do it?" He asked. "In that moment of overpowering 
hunger... how could you keep your wits about you? It takes over 
your mind, controls your body, it rips away all common sense and 
reason. How did you hold on to what you are?" 


Swellow looked down at the sparkling snowy mounts and thought 
about it for a moment before answering. 


"| almost didn't. But right as | was about to lose control, | saw 
Wrumple's eyes looking up at me. | thought about how disappointed 
she would be in me if | gave in and lost sight of who | am. My 
feelings for her drowned out the hunger, and | fainted soon after 
that." 


Red Talon shook his head in wonder. "! thought the bond | had with 
Weedle was as strong as could be... but perhaps your love for your 
partner is even greater than that." 


The outlaw then spread his wings, his namesakes glistening in the 
fading light of the sunset. 


"But if you think you can win, you're wrong," he continued. "I've 
survived out here for far too long, won too many battles, and 
defeated too many explorers such as yourself. Your morals have 
kept you sane, but mine have kept me alive. As strong as you are, 
you're still no match for me, and | don't intend to lose here after 
everything I've sacrificed, after how far I've come. Your love for your 
teammate has brought you a long way, but it will be your downfall. I'll 
show you that the strength of a civilized explorer can never match 
the strength of a free outlaw.” 


Swellow spread his wings as well. "Let's finish this, then." 


The two Bird Pokémon stared staring each other down. Never had 
Blizzard Island felt more silent than it did now. The two could almost 
hear each other's heartbeats as they waited to see who would make 
the first move. The sun sank below the distant islands across the 
sea, leaving only its afterglow to paint the land and sky. 


A sudden gust of wind blew, sending a cloud of snow flying between 
them. 


Red Talon used Agility and flew at Swellow at full soeed. But the 
Explorer reached into his bag and pulled out the Pure Seed, eating it 
just seconds before the outlaw reached him. In an instant, his whole 
body felt light and everything around him vanished in a flash. When 
he opened his eyes, he saw that he was in a different room, right 
next to the stairs. 


Swellow walked over and stood on the stairway calmly. He then 
relaxed, stretched out his muscles and waited. He wasn't going to 
leave this floor. And neither was Red Talon. 


After a few minutes of waiting, the outlaw flew into the room through 
the wall. He jumped when he saw Swellow, staring at him in shock. 


"What?! Impossible!" he yelled. "How did you get here first? You bet 
your whole life on a Warp Seed, and you got lucky!" 


Swellow smiled. "No. It was a Pure Seed. Neither one of us are 
leaving this floor, and this stairway is far enough away from the walls 
that you can't hide anymore. The chase is over. Now you're going to 
have to fight me head-on!" 


After a moment of stunned silence, Red Talon grinned. 


"You keep surprising me, explorer. Out of all the teams who chased 
me down, you're by far my favorite. But your chances are still no 
better against me in a head-on fight. It's been a pleasure, but it's 
time for you to face your fate!" 


With that, the mighty outlaw lunged at him, shrouding himself in the 
green aura. Swellow used Protect right when he got in close enough, 
and immediately Red Talon backed out of his range, smiling. 
Swellow realized Protect wouldn't help him right now; he couldn't 
leave the stairs, and Red Talon could just back off every time he 

used it. 


He was about to just give it up and let Red Talon fly in close, but then 
he remembered something: Mirror Move had exactly twice the Power 
Points as Protect. And Swellow hadn't used up his Max Elixir thanks 
to the Reviver Seed. He could use Protect as many times as Red 
Talon could use Mirror Move; that meant if he kept up this stalemate, 
they would both run out, and Swellow was more than happy to give 
up Protect and let his opponent run out of Mirror Moves. 


Red Talon seemed to realize this, and instead of letting it happen, he 
flew in close and activated Mirror Move again. This time, he flew 
right up to Swellow without fear; he was obviously planning to wait 
until Protect wore off and then finish Swellow with Brave Bird. 


Red Talon waited for both moves to wear off just like before, and 
then eagerly traded blows with him. The two combatants hissed and 
grunted in pain with each blow they both took, but just like before, 


Swellow was taking the worst of it. But he knew what he was doing. 
He waited until the last second, and then the moment before Protect 
wore Off, he thrust his talon into his bag and grabbed the Petrify Orb. 
Red Talon flinched in surprise as the orb temporarily froze his joints 
and prevented him from moving. 


Swellow knew it wouldn't last long. Even with Red Talon's boosted 
speed wearing off, Self-Curer would help him power through it any 
second now. So, with what little time he had left, Swellow used his 
one Oran Berry to cure his wounds. He then used Protect again, 
hoping to get in another good hit before the stun wore off, but the 
move failed. He growled furiously and used the move again. His blue 
aura returned just in time, with Red Talon powering through the stun 
just a split second later. 


"Clever," Red Talon said. "Very clever. But I'm far from finished." 


The outlaw then used Agility several times in a row, his wingbeats 
growing faster and faster until they looked like a grey blur in the air. 
Then, rather than using Mirror Move and trying the same trick twice, 
he instead backed off out of Swellow's range, moving so fast that 
Swellow didn't even have the chance to hit him with Quick Attack. 


Then, Red Talon began to approach, and Swellow used Protect 
again. The outlaw then backed off, and the pattern repeated. Red 
Talon continued to use Mirror Move and make feints, Swellow 
warding him off with Protect every time. At first, Swellow thought Red 
Talon was just content to let both their moves run out. But then, the 
horrible realization set in. 


He's waiting until Protect fails, Swellow thought fearfully. 


He knew he was in trouble. Protect always had a chance to fail, and 
it was Sure to at any moment now. He needed to think of something 
before it did. He only had a Reviver Seed and a Max Elixir left; 
neither of those could help him. He needed a way to disrupt Red 
Talon's pattern. 


And as he watched the outlaw carefully, he noticed something. Red 
Talon had stopped using Agility. Swellow realized it was because 
Agility had far fewer Power Points than Mirror Move, and he would 
run out of those much faster. He was approaching Swellow at normal 
speed each time now. That meant Swellow had one good chance 
here. 


Once his protect faded again, this time, as Red Talon approached, 
instead of using Protect, Swellow used Quick Attack to hit him ata 
distance. The outlaw was caught off guard as Swellow rammed into 
him at full soeed, whipping up tufts of snow in his wake. Red Talon 
had been surprised, but he immediately seized on the moment, 
using Agility and flying right in close. 


But instead of trying a risky protect, Swellow instead used Whirlwind, 
blowing him back against the wall. The outlaw growled as he flew 
backwards, though instead of slamming into the wall painfully, he 
vanished right through it with the Mobile Scarf. Swellow then used 
Protect as Red Talon flew back through the wall furiously. 


While the blue aura protected him, Swellow drank down the Max 
Elixir, as he'd nearly run out of Protects. He knew Red Talon must be 
running low on Agility and Mirror Move as well, and a surge of 
confidence began to rise in Swellow's chest. He was actually doing 
it. He was holding his own against Red Talon. Maybe he could 
actually pull this off. 


But the outlaw had other plans. This time, instead of using Mirror 
Move and trying another feint, he used Agility and flew within 
Swellow's range unprotected. Swellow struck with Quick Attack 
again, but after Red Talon took the hit, he returned the favor with two 
Quick Attacks of his own. Swellow was battered from side to side as 
Red Talon elegantly darted at blinding speeds from the left and then 
the right, pelting him hard and scattering his feathers into the wind. 
Swellow knew he had more fresh claw marks on him now, and his 
torso stung painfully from the blows. 


Swellow used Protect and forced Red Talon to retreat, his boosted 
speed soon wearing off. The outlaw tried the same approach, using 
Agility and then getting within Swellow's range, but this time, 
Swellow went back to using Protect again. He intended to do so until 
Red Talon stopped using Agility and just approached normally. 


But the outlaw never did. He continued to use up his Agility just as 
Swellow used up his Protect; clearly he was waiting for Protect to fail 
and inflict devastating damage with dual-Quick Attacks. And Swellow 
had no choice but to keep going for Protect and hoping the move 
didn't fail. 


It did. After the move was about three fourths of the way drained, 
Swellow tried to use it, but the blue aura fizzled out. Red Talon 
immediately rammed into him twice, raking his namesakes along 
Swellow's wings and sides with two Quick Attacks. Swellow cried out 
in pain, barely hanging on. One more exchange would mean the end 
of his last Reviver Seed. 


Swellow knew he had two choices: Fight back with one slower Quick 
Attack against Red Talon's two from here on in, hoping against hope 
Red Talon was injured enough to lose that exchange, or go back to 
the Protect strategy again and hope he could outlast Red Talon's 
Power Points. Both were almost hopelessly risky, but he had to 
make a choice, fast. 


As Red Talon prepared his next attack, Swellow threw up another 
blue aura barrier. Red Talon retreated just as before, and they 
resumed the Protect\Agility dance. Swellow held his breath with each 
and every Protect, knowing one failure would be devastating. The 
two Birds hovered and weaved back and forth along the snow, and 
anyone witnessing the event would have no idea they were locked in 
deadly combat. 


But at long last, Red Talon snarled in frustration as Swellow's 
Protects held steady. He no longer used Agility, apparently having 
finally run out of the move. And as Mirror Move couldn't reflect 
damage at a distance and Swellow could use Whirlwind if he got in 


close enough to use Brave Bird, Red Talon no longer had any choice 
but to engage Swellow in a battle of raw damage with one Quick 
Attack apiece. 


These were the best odds Swellow had ever had against this enemy, 
and he engaged Red Talon in the final duel without hesitation. The 
two rammed each other again and again, moving so quickly that they 
appeared as one big blur of grey, white, and red, their feathers flying 
everywhere as they slammed, clawed, and pecked viciously at each 
other in a battle of wills and endurance. 


Soon, Swellow's last Reviver Seed was used. He had no items left 
whatsoever; it was just strength against strength now. He had gained 
quite a few levels in this dungeon, and his Power Band boosted his 
physical attack. But even with these advantages, Red Talon was still 
more powerful than he was. There were no tricks in this equation 
that could change it. Move for move, the outlaw could hit harder and 
take more hits than the explorer could. 


As Swellow was battered with blow after blow, peck after peck, slash 
after slash, his strength withered. He fought on as long as he could, 
giving almost as good as he got. He put his heart into every strike, 
hearing the great gasps of air he was belting out of his opponent with 
every hit on his torso, seeing the deep gashes and marks from 
where his sharp beak and talons had landed. 


But even as Red Talon grew injured and exhausted, he fought on 
just as hard, and in the end, Swellow buckled under his power and 
fell to the ground, clinging to consciousness with only the last 
reserves of his strength. Red Talon stood over him, breathing 
heavily, his left wing hanging limp at his side. There was a look of 
both admiration and proud victory in his scarlet eyes. 


"Good fight, explorer," he said between breaths. "Good fight. If you'd 
had that extra Reviver Seed, you would have beaten me. Your 
compassion and morals were the only reason you lost." 


Swellow was almost too exhausted to reply. But when he heard 
those words, he managed to crane his neck to glance up at the 
outlaw, one last look of defiance in his eyes. 


"My compassion and my morals were the only reason | got this far at 
all," he replied tiredly but firmly. 


Red Talon actually smiled. It wasn't a sneer; he seemed genuinely 
happy to hear Swellow say that. 


"The Guild really doesn't deserve you, explorer. You'll live on forever 
in my memories." 


Swellow closed his eyes as Red Talon prepared the final strike. His 
only regret was not being able to do more to slow the outlaw down 
before the end. But maybe it had been enough. He hoped Wrumple 
would live on and be happy. 


Red Talon raised his namesakes and aimed the wickedly sharp tips 
at Swellow's neck. He reared back, ready to end it... 


... and was suddenly knocked back by a concussive force from 
behind. 


Swellow's eyes darted open as the outlaw was blasted away from 
him by what looked to be streaks of silver flying through the air with 
the force of a hurricane. Red Talon howled in agony as he crashed 
down onto the snow, scrambling to get back up. Dazed and in shock, 
Swellow slowly looked back toward the source of the mysterious 
wind. 


And there, hovering in the sky, backlit by the dim last light of the 
setting sun, was a Bug Pokémon. 


It had white wings adorned with several multicolored spots that 
gleamed brilliantly in the rays of light between the trees. Its legs were 
short and stubby, and it had a thin natural pollen-gatherer in a cute 
swirl between its bright blue eyes. It hovered closer, landing in the 


room between the two Birds who were exhaustedly trying to stand 
up. It flew over to Swellow, hovering gently next to him, gazing down 
at him with eyes filled with joy and affection. 


"Hey, partner," she said, smiling. "Sorry I'm late." 


Swellow's now fully scarlet eyes stared up at the Bug's blue ones, 
and his heart melted into a puddle. 


"Wrumple," he whispered. 


She nodded. "Yeah. But | guess I'm actually Beautifly now, thanks to 
you." 


Swellow wanted to stagger over and hug his partner until the light 
faded, but a grunt from Red Talon made both explorers stop and turn 
to him. The outlaw stood, a look of fierce defiance in his narrowed 
eyes as he regarded the pair. Beautifly glanced at Swellow. 


"| think it's about time we wrapped this mission up, don't you?" she 
asked. 


Swellow grinned from ear to ear. "You got it, partner!" 


And with that, the reunited Team Tasty faced the legendary outlaw 
Red Talon. Swellow used another Quick Attack, and Beautifly used 
the same move she'd hit him with earlier: Silver Wind. The strongest 
of all Bug moves hit every enemy in the room, and it boosted her 
stats as well. 


Red Talon growled as he was hit with the combination. Silver Wind 
was weak to his type, so he managed to withstand it, but Beautifly's 
stats were boosted, including her speed. She immediately used the 
move again, hitting him far harder this time. The outlaw was on his 
last legs as he stood up from this one; he wobbled on his talons and 
could barely stand. 


But he didn't intend on going down without one last attack. He 
launched Quick Attack at Swellow, hoping to finish him off. But 
Beautifly swiftly stepped in with the Bodyguard IQ skill, taking the 
brunt of the attack for Swellow. It clearly hurt her, but she and 
Swellow were old partners who'd been through many battles before, 
and even when she was just a Wrumple, she'd learned that skill to 
help him out of similar spots. She withstood the attack and smiled at 
Swellow through the pain. 


"Let's do it," she said. 


Swellow needed no further encouragement. He joined Beautifly in 
their combination once again, and the two hit Red Talon with Quick 
Attack and Silver Wind at once, and Beautifly added a second Silver 
Wind for good measure with her boosted speed. 


The flurry of blows all hit their mark, each pelting the outlaw back 
with a mighty thud . Red Talon staggered back a few feet, trying to 
escape into the wall, but the room-covering Silver Winds hit their 
mark. He froze, a blank expression on his face. Then, he collapsed 
onto the snow, unmoving. 


They had won. 


Swellow and Beautifly hovered over the unconscious outlaw in 
disbelieving silence for a few moments. But as the reality of it sank 
in, the two slowly began to laugh. Soon, they were embracing each 
other desperately, laughing and crying harder than they ever had 
before. It felt as if all the weight of the world had just been lifted from 
their shoulders in that one moment. 


"We did it," Swellow choked out. "We actually did it!" 


Beautifly nuzzled Swellow as they wrapped their wings around each 
other. "It's finally over..." 


Eventually, the two settled down a little as exhaustion set in. Swellow 
in particular felt like he could sleep the rest of his life away. He 


looked around in a daze. 
"So, uh... what do we do now?" he asked. 


Beautifly glanced over at Red Talon. "We should probably use our 
badges and get this guy back to the guild.” 


"Oh! Oh, yeah, that. |, uh... | forgot. Good idea." 


Beautifly couldn't resist smiling. "Unless maybe you'd like to 
investigate the legend of the missing explorer Scizor in Crevice 
Cave?" 


"No! Nope, I'm good. | never, ever, ever want to see this place 
again!" 


The two shared another laugh; it wasn't even that funny, but after 
what they'd just been through, they were both so happy that they 
could laugh at anything. 


With that, the weary explorers approached the fallen outlaw. Swellow 
looked down at him with hesitation for a moment; it felt almost too 
good to be true that the mighty Red Talon had actually been beaten 
after all this time. But he showed no signs of stirring. He looked 
completely and utterly out of it. 


Finally, Swellow and Beautifly held out their badges, and all three 
Pokémon were enveloped in that familiar light Swellow had thought 
he'd never see again. 


(Wigglytuff's Guild) 


Chatot was pacing the floor of the guild in nervous anticipation, 
completely at a loss for what to do. 


Team Raider and AWD had been the swiftest to complete their 
respective missions, unsurprisingly. Although AWD had gathered 
fewer supplies than they'd hoped, and Team Raider actually 
appeared thoroughly exhausted after their job, the two teams were 


welcomed back enthusiastically and rewarded even more so by 
Officer Magnezone. 


Team Charm were the next to arrive, along with the rescued Team 
Glee, who were so generally happy that they seemed to have 
already forgotten they had been trapped at the bottom of Concealed 
Ruins. After that, Wigglytuff and Chatot themselves had returned, 
having successfully rescued the Lumineon, and were eager to hear 
the other explorers’ reports. 


Team Razor Wind was next, with the captured outlaw Houndoom in 
tow. The two Magnemite escorted the criminal to prison with gusto, 
heartily congratulating the guild as they did so. The apprentice Guild 
members returned shortly after, and while Chatot had expected at 
least one or two failures, they had apparently all succeeded in their 
missions. This was a great relief and boon to the guild, one that 
promised easier times ahead. 


The Temporal Saviors returned shortly after, reporting their success 
and the defeat of Darkrai. They were hailed and praised as always, 
celebrations of their success ringing throughout Treasure Town, their 
exploits hailed as the most harrowing adventures of any Explorer 
Team to ever live. 


But Team Tasty had never returned. No rescue warrants had been 
issued, although Chatot knew that was probably because the other 
teams had all been preoccupied until now. First one day passed, 
then another, and another after that. No Exploration Team had ever 
been missing for this long. Well, no team that ever returned, anyway. 
Wigglytuff had wanted to mount an entire expedition to Blizzard 
Island to rescue them, but Chatot dissuaded the forlorn Guild Master 
from the idea, as the other teams were too exhausted to be sent 
back into the field so soon. 


And so, they waited. For what, they themselves didn't even know. 
Team Tasty's miraculous return? A rescue warrant? If nothing else, 
once they were well rested enough, Chatot was more than willing to 
hire Team Raider to find them. He only worried there might not be 


anything left to find at all. Could their team really have survived so 
long in a place like Blizzard Island? 


Chatot had begun to deeply regret sending Team Tasty on that 
mission. Perhaps Swellow had been right. Perhaps the Guild had 
been too hasty and too desperate when assigned everyone their 
missions. Perhaps they hadn't taken enough time to consider who 
would be the most optimal team for what job. But it was too late for 
recriminations now; the fact was, they were missing, and Chatot had 
no idea what to do about it. 


"Footprint alarm! Footprint alarm!" 


The sudden echoing voice startled Chatot out of his thoughts. He 
knew it was probably just another apprentice returning to the guild, 
but he hopped over and listened in anyway. 


"Who's footprint? Who's footprint?" Came Loudred's voice. 
"It's... um..." 

There was an awkward silence as Diglett hesitated. 

"Well, spit it out! Who IS it?!" Loudred shouted. 


"It... it looks like Swellow, but the footprint is weird, and there's two 
of him, and lots of shadows, and a third Pokémon | don't recognize!" 
Diglett sputtered in confusion. 


Chatot's eyes widened. He hopped over and began flying up the 
rung ladder toward the Guild entrance. When he arrived, he saw the 
other apprentices all gathered together, and there were nothing but 
cries of alarm and mouths agape as the visitors walked inside. And 
Chatot's own face mirrored the others as he saw them. 


The first to arrive was Officer Magnezone and two Magneton. They 
were escorting in the notorious outlaw, Red Talon, whose face was a 


grim mask that no one could read. Chatot let out a sigh of relief, 
thinking that Team Tasty had succeeded in their mission. 


But when he looked over toward the entrance again, expecting to 
see the same Swellow and Wrumple who had left a few days ago, he 
froze in shock. The first Pokémon to hover inside after the outlaw 
was a Beautifly; not an exceptionally rare Pokémon, but also not one 
he remembered ever being part of the guild. 


And the last one to arrive was an almost perfect lookalike of Red 
Talon. Another Swellow with greyish-white feathers, long scars 
across his bright red chest and torso, incredibly long and sharp 
talons, and piercing crimson eyes adjusted to pitch darkness. He 
strode into the Guild with a quiet confidence, and Chatot noted that 
despite his fearsome appearance, the Beautifly never left his side. 


"BRZZT! Do not be alarmed," Magnezone's metallic voice boomed, 
having the opposite intended effect on several apprentices. "We are 
escorting the outlaw Red Talon here for arrest. He has been 
subdued and is no longer a threat." 


Red Talon quietly scoffed at that, but said nothing. One of the 
apprentices, a Bellsprout, soon piped up. 


"But sir, it looks like... there's two of him!" 


Magnezone's lone red eye shifted toward the Swellow standing 
behind him. 


"BRZZT! After a brief verification, my officers and | were able to 
confirm that despite his appearance, this is in fact the explorer 
Swellow of Team Tasty, and this Beautifly is his partner, formerly 
known as Wrumple." 


Now every eye was on the two explorers, some filled with surprise, 
others with wonder, and some with fear. Swellow and Beautifly 
glanced at each other before turning to the others and smiling. 


"Hey, everyone!" Beautifly said cheerfully. "We're back!" 


"Sorry to make you all worry," Swellow added. "We ran into a little 
trouble with-" 


Swellow was interrupted by a sudden squeal from the crowd. He saw 
Ledyba from the rescued Team Glee fly up to Beautifly ecstatically, 
and the two friends hugged. 


"It's you!" Ledyba cried out. "It's really you! We all thought you got 
frozen out there or something! And wow, you evolved?! Awesome!" 


Beautifly laughed happily. "It's nice to see you too, Ledyba. Looks 
like we both made it out okay." 


"Yep! And we both succeeded in our missions!" 
"Wait, succeeded? Wasn't Team Charm rescuing you?" 
"Yep! And they did an amazing job!" 


Swellow couldn't help but smile as he watched the two friends 
reunite. But he was soon approached by Officer Magnezone, who 
used his magnets to hold out a hefty sum of Poke’ money. 


"This is the reward on the outlaw's head," he said evenly. "7000 
Poke’. We thank you for your continued cooperation." 


And then, to everyone's surprise, Red Talon actually spoke. 
"Really? That's it?" He scoffed. "The Guild's gonna take most of that 
anyway. You ought to be showering these two with Ginseng and Joy 
Seeds." 


"BRZZT! Your opinion is unneeded, outlaw," Magnezone replied 
curtly. "And you have the right to remain silent." 


"Well, I'm not going to," Red Talon said with a smirk. "At least, not 
until | say one more thing to the explorers who beat me." 


Magnezone and the other officers followed the outlaw cautiously as 
he approached Swellow and Beautifly. The other apprentices backed 
away in fear, wanting to keep as far away from him as possible. Red 
Talon then used his beak to remove the Mobile Scarf from his neck, 
and he tossed it to the ground in front of Swellow, who looked at him 
in Surprise. 


"That's the least you deserve," said Red Talon. "You're everything | 
wanted to be as an explorer. You actually stayed true to your partner 
in the hardest possible situation, and that makes you tougher than 
me. | guess | was wrong about nature always winning, because you 
two are the greatest of combinations, in spite of your species. The 
very best of luck to you both." 


Swellow looked at him for a moment, at a loss for words. But 
eventually, despite everything, he nodded. 


"Thank you." 
Red Talon nodded back, then turned to Magnezone. 
"Okay, boys, I'm done. Take me away.” 


With that, the officers soon escorted the outlaw away. And once they 
were gone, the apprentices rushed over to Team Tasty, flooding 
them with praise, admiration, and endless questions. 'What 
happened?’ 'Why did Wrumple evolve?’ 'How did you beat Red 
Talon?" 'Why do you look like him now?' This went on for a few 
moments before Chatot stepped in. 


"All right, that's enough, everyone!" He squawked loudly to be heard 
over the commotion. "These two have obviously had a harrowing 
time of it, so let's leave them be for now." 


This was met with multiple groans and complaints. Loudred 
eventually stepped in, telling them all to go back to their duties, his 
booming voice seeming to shake the entire building. The other 
apprentices quickly scattered after that. 


"Ugh... it's been a while since we heard that, huh?" Beautifly 
muttered, her ears ringing. 


"Yep," Swellow groaned in reply. "And | can't say | entirely missed it." 


Soon after the apprentices left, Chatot tentatively hopped up toward 
the two explorers. He ruffled his feathers pensively and looked 
between them. 


"Ahem. I'm sure you two have been through a very arduous 
experience. You have my sincerest apologies for whatever you may 
have suffered out there, and | assure you, we would not have 
assigned you this mission had we not been confident in your 
SUCCeSS." 


Swellow nodded, though he said nothing. Chatot cleared his throat 
again before continuing. 


"As the Guild's head of intelligence, | must ask: What exactly 
happened? You two were gone far longer than any team, yet you 
were still successful. Wrumple, you apparently went through an 
evolution within a dungeon, a phenomenon we have never 
encountered before. And Swellow, your appearance has changed 
drastically, and you appear to have sustained numerous injuries, far 
more than even most other high level outlaws usually inflict. What 
caused this mission to go so awry?" 


Swellow sighed. It wasn't an experience he enjoyed reliving, and he 
had a feeling he never would. But he no longer felt the need to be 
formal, and he had a few things he'd been wanted to say as well. 


"The mission was made excruciatingly difficult by the Guild's bad 
intel, first off. Red Talon was far more skilled, dangerous, and 
cunning than you led on. The lack of sufficient warning we received 
is especially disappointing considering the numerous other teams he 
has apparently defeated in the past. Not to mention we were not 
informed of his past history and training as an explorer, as well as his 
devastating equipped held item, which he obtained while in your 


service. The current treasure bag size you assigned was woefully 
inadequate, especially considering the large amount of our savings 
we poured into gathering the necessary items just to survive." 


Chatot squawked nervously. "Well, the guild has a need to-" 


"And because of these grievances, | demand full monetary 
compensation for the items that were lost in this endeavor, and a 
one-month paid leave of absence, as well as a personal apology 
from the Guild Master." 


Chatot nearly fell over at this. But he quickly composed himself and 
attempted to save face. 


"Well, what if instead of all that, we cheerfully confer upon you the 
Diamond Rank?" 


Chatot had obviously expected Swellow to jump at the chance to 
rank up, as he had in the past. However, he merely gazed calmly at 
his partner. Chatot stood there uncomfortably as Swellow and 
Beautifly exchanged amused glances. 


"Eh, | could go either way," Swellow said at length. "What do you 
think, partner?" 


"Diamond rank does sound nice,” she replied with a smile. 
Swellow grinned back before turning to Chatot. 


"All right, thanks for reminding us, Chatot. In addition to everything 
else, you can grant us Diamond Rank as well." 


" What?" Chatot yelled, completely breaking decorum. 
"And we expect all these things by the end of the week," Swellow 


said calmly. "Now, if you'll excuse me, | have somebody I'm going to 
watch the sunset with, and | wouldn't miss it for the world." 


With that, the two explorers left a very flustered Chatot behind in the 
empty guild hall. 


Swellow and Beautifly cheerfully made their way toward Krabby 
Beach, a sight they had missed for a long time. Everyone else was 
either busy or absent, and for once, all was quiet. Eventually, 
Beautifly turned to Swellow with a grin. 


"So, where do you want to spend our little vacation? | was thinking 
the Lush Prairie, or maybe Fantasy Strait..." 


Swellow chuckled. "Eh, right now, | could do with just a nice long dip 
in the hot springs." 


"Ooh! Yeah, that's even better! We can just relax for a few days, and 
maybe | can invite Ledyba, and you can invite Scyther from Team 
Razor Wind; you guys are good friends, right?" 

"Yeah. That does sound really nice." 


There was a moment of companionable silence between the two. 
Eventually, Swellow glanced down at the Mobile Scarf he was 
carrying. 


"So, you think we should sell this thing?" 


Beautifly blinked. "What? Why would we do that? Aren't you going to 
use it?" 


Swellow shrugged his wings. "| dunno... | mean, yeah, it's a really 
good held item, but | don't know if | should be using Red Talon's 
item..." 

"Nonsense," Beautifly replied. 


She immediately picked up the scarf and tied it around Swellow's 
neck. She then hovered back and admired him. 


"It looks really good on you," she said earnestly. 


Swellow glanced down at the black-and-white striped scarf around 
his neck. He then let out a long sigh. 


"| really do look exactly like him now, don't I?" he asked sullenly. 
"Yes, you do." 


Swellow glanced at her, caught off guard by the blunt reply. She 
regarded him calmly. 


"Does that bother you?" she asked at length. 


"Well, | mean... wouldn't you be bothered if you looked exactly like 
an outlaw?" 


"It doesn't matter what you look like. You proved that you're not like 
him on the inside. That's the only thing that matters. If anything, your 
new appearance is just a sign of how much you've grown." 


Swellow looked into her calm eyes for a moment. She still spoke 
softly, but no longer timidly. She never stuttered or shied away, and 
there was confidence and quiet wisdom in her voice that was never 
there before. He didn't know whether time or evolution had done it, 
but either way, it seemed like he wasn't the only one who had grown. 


"You always know how to cheer me up," he said finally, giving her a 
half-grin. "Thanks, partner." 


"That's what I'm here for." 


Swellow glanced out the window at the sea for a moment, enjoying 
the view he'd sorely missed for the past few days. 


"So, what do you want to do now? | mean, after our vacation and 
all." 


"What do you mean?" Beautifly asked. 


"Well... do you want to keep exploring? Or do you think maybe we 
should... well... retire? Live some other life elsewhere?" 


He had expected her to be surprised, maybe even confused, and to 
make some definitive statement against it. But she merely seemed to 
consider the suggestion for a moment before replying calmly. 


"Let's think about it during our month off, and then make a choice 
afterwards," she said. "| understand why you're asking, and a part of 
me thinks we've done enough too, but we should take our time 
before we make a decision like that. After all, there's lots of other 
Pokémon out there who need help, and we're stronger than ever 
now. We can still do a lot of good." 


Swellow regarded her with admiration. He knew she was right, and 
he had a feeling he'd better get used to that. He eventually cracked a 
smile again. 


"Well, if we do decide to continue, do you maybe want to at least 
change our team name? | kinda feel like it's lost its meaning at this 
point." 

Beautifly burst out laughing. 


"Ha! No way, | still think it's cute." 


Swellow joined her in laughter for another moment. He didn't think 
he could get any happier. 


But as they reached the beach, Beautifly suddenly stopped him. 
"Um, hey, Swellow, before we go, | need to tell you something." 
He looked back at her. "Yeah? What's up?" 


"| wanted to tell you back in Blizzard Island, but | didn't get the 
chance, and | want to do it now before it gets any later." 


Before Swellow could wonder what she meant, Beautifly suddenly 
flew over and hugged him, nuzzling her face into his chest plumage. 


"| love you too.” 


The End 


